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ABSTRACT 
The purpose of this study was to understand the impact of a freshman academy model on 
students’ academic achievement, behavioral and emotional engagement by examining factors 
such as: credits earned and GPA, attendance and behavior referrals, and student survey data.  The 
study examined these factors using existing data obtained from a Southwest metro suburban high 
school and a statewide triennial student survey.  Data from cohorts prior to the implementation of 
the freshman academy and post-academy implementation were extracted from Infinite Campus, 
the school’s student information system, and quantitatively analyzed using a causal-comparative 
design.  Welch t-tests revealed that academic achievement indicators did not differ significantly 
between pre- and post-freshman academy implementation, while the freshman academy 
implementation had a positive, statistically significant impact on behavioral engagement 
indicators.   Emotional engagement indicators showed minimal differences between construct 
scales, however examination of county and state survey results for the same years revealed 
significantly decreases, showing that the freshman academy had a buffering effect from a 
broader, downward trend in student emotional engagement statewide.  One-way MANOVAs 
were completed to investigate mean differences in academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement.  Two way-ANOVAs were conducted to investigate mean differences in emotional 
engagement indicator scales.  Subgroups analyzed included gender, free or reduced-price lunch 
status, special education designation and English Learner designation.   
Key Terms: Freshman Academy, Program Evaluation, Ninth-Grade Transition, Academic 
Achievement, Student Engagement 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 The start of high school is a critical time for students. Research shows that making a 
successful transition from middle to high school can help students form lasting attitudinal 
dispositions towards school and increase students’ likelihood of graduating from high school. 
The large, impersonal nature of most high schools, however, offers little support for incoming 
freshman, especially for those entering high school with weak social and academic preparation. 
The current high school reform movement has drawn attention to practices that schools might 
use to ease ninth graders’ transition into high school, such as the ‘school-within-a-school’ and 
freshman academy models.  Though they are utilized as a transitioning tool for ninth graders 
upon entering high school, little is quantitatively known about their impact on student outcomes. 
This study begins to address that gap in the literature by investigating the impact of a freshman 
academy model on freshman academic achievement and engagement, crucial factors in ninth 
grade success. Using quantitative academic performance data collected from the universe of a 
suburban, public high school in the state of Minnesota, the impact of the implementation of a 
freshman academy model on student academic achievement and engagement is examined.   
Brief Literature Review 
Educational policy in the United States is increasingly focused on improving the four-
year high school graduation rate and minimizing the achievement gap.  Literature strongly 
supports that high school graduation is an essential element to financial well-being and that the 
completion of a GED is not equivalent to a high school diploma in terms of employment patterns 
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and earnings (Cameron and Heckman, 1993; Heckman and LaFontine, 2006; Heckman and 
Rubenstein, 2001).  
The cost of being a high school dropout is enormous- high unemployment rates, lower 
wages, higher crime rates, and increased health care costs are just among some of the hurdles 
faced by those without a diploma (Bridgeland et al., 2006). According to the 2006 Digest of 
Education Statistics, 75.7% of those who reported themselves as dropouts in 2005 were either in 
the labor force and unemployed or not in the labor force at all. During that same time period, a 
$6,000 difference in the median annual income was reported between high school completers 
and non-completers (Snyder et al., 2007).  
High school dropouts are less likely to form stable family relationships, may be unable to 
find stable employment, may participate in criminal activities, and have a high probability that 
their own children will also become high school dropouts (Wald & Losen, 2005).  In order to 
combat this very serious crisis in our educational system, high schools must develop ways to 
better meet the academic, social, and emotional needs of students but especially those who are 
deemed to be at greatest risk for dropping out of high school. 
Completion of high school is key to an individual’s success in the United States.  Since 
education is a right for all children, educators and administrators must do what they can to 
prepare their students for college and career readiness- both of which require a high school 
diploma as the end-goal.  In keeping with the state and federal mandates imposed by the No 
Child Left Behind Act of 2001, it is imperative that schools develop programs that will ensure 
that as many students as possible leave high school with a diploma and prepared with the 
knowledge and skills necessary to enter either college or career.    
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Though the literature shows the importance of the successful completion of high school, 
public high schools in the United States are dealing with increasing student absenteeism and 
failure of core subjects (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). While these patterns are seen across 
all grade levels, the first year of high school is a ‘make-or-break’ year for high school 
completion.  The transition from middle school to high school is a persistent problem (Hertzog & 
Morgan, 1999; Neild, 2009; Weiss & Bearman, 2007).  McCallumore and Sparapani (2010) 
stated, “statistics generated from freshman year are concerning.  Ninth graders have the lowest 
grade point average, the most missed classes, the majority of failing grades, and more 
misbehavior referrals than any other grade” (p. 60).  Deemed the ‘ninth grade shock’ by Pharris-
Ciuerj, Hirschman, and Willhoft (2012), the term explains the phenomenon of ninth grade 
students experiencing “a dramatic drop in academic performance upon entering high school” (p. 
710).   
Schools need to focus on the academic preparation, support, and social influences on a 
student’s life between grades 8 and 10 (Asko & Galassi, 2004; Clark, 2007). As indicated in the 
research on risk factors associated with high school dropouts, most students who drop out of high 
school do so as a result of several risk factors but most especially from a lack of academic 
success and the ability to become engaged in the overall high school experience. In order to 
combat this problem, high schools must develop programs that will help ensure that students are 
academically successful and are able to become involved in high school experiences.  One way 
to target the causal factors which may lead students to academically disengage or drop out is the 
implementation of small learning communities, such as the freshman academy model.     
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Purpose of the Study  
Research indicates that most students who drop out of high school do so as a result of 
poor attendance and substandard academic performance during the freshman year of high school. 
In order to combat the problem of poor academic success, that may lead to higher dropout and 
lower graduation rates, the freshman academy model has been proposed to address the needs of 
all freshmen students, but primarily those most at-risk for academic failure.  The purpose of this 
study is to investigate the impact of implementing a freshman academy model on students’ 
academic achievement, behavioral engagement, and emotional engagement in the context of one 
suburban high school.   
Historical Background 
Beginning in the 2012-2013 school year, the Shakopee Public Schools Board of Education 
and the district’s administrative leadership team began the process of reviewing and revising 
their understandings, expectations, and efforts to provide a quality education to the community’s 
students. Through this exciting and revitalizing effort, school and community stakeholders came 
together in a variety of ways to reimagine how to improve and ignite educational programming 
and delivery in the school district and to plan how to make that future come to fruition.  
Part of this initiative was (and is still being) driven by the ongoing significant growth being 
experienced in the community. The city of Shakopee has grown from a stand-alone town of 
approximately 11,000 in 1990 to a bustling connected suburb of the Minneapolis-St. Paul metro 
with a population over 40,000. Naturally, the school district has grown rapidly along with the 
city, and the traditional manner of schooling was showing signs of inadequacy to deal with 
challenges such as infrastructure issues, increased diversity of students, and wider economic 
disparities in the community.  During the 2013-14 school year, Shakopee Public Schools 
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underwent a process to create recommendations for changes to academic programming at the 
secondary level in response to these concerns.    
The district’s leadership began a partnership with TeamWorks International to help bring 
strategic change across the district.  TeamWorks International is a Minnesota-based strategic and 
leadership development consultancy that has been in existence since 1995.  TeamWorks 
International is comprised of consultants with significant experience in the education field- the 
majority of which have been spent in leadership positions such as principals and superintendents.  
Bringing this knowledge of education and leadership, TeamWorks International provides tools, 
analyses, and consultation to help districts make important decisions.  The partnership between 
Shakopee Public Schools and TeamWorks International focused on improving student success 
and their overall school experience.  TeamWorks International facilitated research, discussion, 
and organized multiple program exploration trips in efforts to better understand innovative and 
effective models for improving the educational experiences of students in the district.  Several 
district leaders and TeamWorks International staff visited secondary sites with programming 
models that had a possibility of being similarly implemented in part or full in Shakopee Public 
Schools.  The sites visited included: 
• The Center for Advanced Professional Studies (Blue Valley School District, Overland 
Park, KS) 
• The Academies of Alexandria (Alexandria Public Schools, Alexandria, MN) 
• The Academies of Nashville (Nashville Metro Public Schools, Nashville, TN) 
• The Academies of Rockford (Rockford Public Schools, Rockford, IL)  
• Carl Wunsche Senior High School (Spring Independent School District, Spring, TX) 
• Pinellas County Schools (Tampa and Environs, FL) 
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Ultimately, this partnership and the program exploration trips undertaken with the goal of 
improving practice within Shakopee Public Schools lead the district to adopt and implement the 
Academies of Shakopee, which ended up being a mix of some of the most appealing elements of 
each of the program exploration trips. 
In August 2014, the School Board approved the recommendations from the Secondary 
Academic Design Team, a group of stakeholders including teachers and administrators tasked 
with re-imagining secondary programming whom had been working closely with consulting 
partner TeamWorks International.  With this approval, a four-year master plan was developed in 
order to clearly lay the path for the programmatic changes in moving from a traditional high 
school to one with a freshman academy and career academies.  Applicable segments of the 
master plan, as they relate to the freshman academy implementation are included in Appendix 
One.  
Research Questions 
 Both primary and secondary research questions were used in this study.  Primary research 
questions examined the impact of the freshman academy on academic achievement and 
engagement for all students participating in the model.  Secondary research questions aimed to 
quantify the mean differences on academic measures between various, dichotomous subgroups.   
Primary Research Questions. 
1. What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student academic 
achievement, as measured by ninth-grade GPA and credits earned? 
2. What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student engagement, as 
measured by behavior referrals and attendance? 
THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 7 
3. What is the impact of a freshman academy on emotional indicators of students’ 
connectedness and positive future outlook, as determined by MN Student Survey? 
Secondary Research Questions. 
4. What are the differences in gender between academic, behavior, and emotional 
indicators? 
5. What are the differences in indicators between students economically 
disadvantaged (Free & Reduced Lunch) and those classified as not economically 
disadvantaged in the freshman academy? 
6. What are the differences in indicators between general education and special 
education students in the freshman academy? 
7. What are the differences in academic achievement and behavioral engagement 
indicators between English language learners (EL) and non-English language 
learners? 
Definition of Variables 
The following are the variables of study: 
• Academic achievement: Academic success is most commonly operationally defined as a 
combination of standardized test scores in reading and math, grade point average, and 
local summative assessments (De Witte et al., 2013; Dalton et al., 2009).  Within this 
study, academic achievement will be measured using student’s GPA at the conclusion of 
ninth-grade and the percentage of credits that should be earned during ninth-grade.   
• Engagement:  Engagement, as referenced in this study, will be broken into both 
behavioral engagement, which includes following school rules and adhering to classroom 
norms, and the absence of disruptive behaviors (Finn & Rock, 1997; Fredricks et al., 
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2004) and emotional engagement.  In this study, behavioral engagement is operationally 
defined by students’ attendance data and number of behavior referrals, as recorded during 
their freshman year.   
• Emotional Engagement: Students’ psychological investment in school is their investment 
in learning, self-regulation and seeing value in the content being instructed.  Further, it 
also includes an emotional sense of connectedness, or bonding to teachers, classmates, 
academics, and school (Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Fredricks et al., 2004).  In this study, 
student’s opinions of the relevancy of their course curriculum, sense of connectedness to 
school, teachers, and their community, and positive outlook as measured by student 
responses on the Minnesota Student Survey, administered by the Minnesota Department 
of Education.  
Significance of the Study 
This research study is of great significance at a time when completion of a high school 
diploma is necessary for an individual’s wellbeing and success, yet an educational crisis in the 
United States is also at hand.  According to Jackson (2008), the United States educational system 
is faced with a twofold challenge: conquering the problem of an unrelenting lack of achievement 
and “preparing students for work and civic roles in a globalized environment, where success 
increasingly requires the ability to compete, connect, and cooperate in the international scale” (p. 
58). Swanson (2009) noted that graduation rates within the United States have failed to reach a 
level that would elevate the country to a competitive level in a global economy.  
Current literature shows a lack of consensus exists as to whether the freshman academy 
model improves student outcomes over a more traditional, large high school model. Many 
studies that have been conducted are not generalizable to the local context of a suburban 
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Minnesotan high school.  Results of this research concerning freshman academy models with 
respect to improving student academic performance and reducing freshman class dropout rates 
would add value to the district in determining its effectiveness in implementing the model and 
add reproducible data to the current body of research.  Through this work, it is the researcher’s 
hope that administrators can refine best practices and determine which aspects of the freshman 
academy are most beneficial for students, and if they affect students in different subgroups 
equally.   
Research Ethics 
 Permission and IRB Approval.  The study was approved through the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) of Minnesota State University Moorhead (MSUM). See Appendix Three 
for the MSUM IRB approval form. This approval was completed before the start of the 
collection of data and successfully met the requirements to ensure the ethical conduct of research 
involving human subjects was met (Mills & Gay, 2019).  Likewise, authorization to conduct this 
study was granted from the school district where the research project took place (see Appendix 
Four).  Appropriate administrators at the school district office were aware of the study and 
granted access to the district’s information database, Infinite Campus. 
 Informed Consent.  Protection of human subjects participating in research was assured. 
Participants were aware that this study is conducted as part of the researcher’s Doctoral Degree 
Program. Confidentiality was protected through the use of student identification numbers (e.g., 
Student 00001) without the utilization of any identifying information.  
Limitations.  The study context is within a Midwestern suburban high school and is not 
generalizable to other contexts.  Further, due to the nature of a causal-comparative design, 
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though relationships within this study will be identified, it will be impossible to establish 
causation.  
In order to limit threats to interval validity, data from the 2017-2018 school year was 
excluded from the pre-freshman academy grouping, as it served as a transitional year during 
which staff members underwent substantial professional development and training in anticipation 
of the commencement of the freshman academy, which fully began in the 2018-2019 school 
year. 
Conclusions 
 The ninth-grade year is credited as being a determining factor for graduation, 
achievement, attendance, and various other aspects of student success (Legters & Kerr, 2001). In 
response, many high schools in America have implemented freshman academies. These 
programs are designed to ease the transition from middle school to high school by giving 
freshman students increased support and guidance during this year of great importance. These 
programs work to increase the likelihood of student success.  In this study, the researcher 
attempted to determine if a freshman academy has influenced the academic achievement and 
engagement of students who have participated as compared to those who have not participated. 
The conclusions drawn from this study are intended to assist educators and administrators in the 
implementation, design, or evaluation of a freshman academy.  The results in this study, which 
show that several indicators of student success were significantly affected, indicate that freshman 
academies have the ability to influence achievement and therefore, are a means of meeting 
national and state achievement standards. 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 Graduation from high school represents a crucial steppingstone in a student’s path to their 
future success.  Facilitating a smooth transition into high school can assist students by 
establishing them in an environment where they feel confident, supported, and part of a 
compassionate community. Freshman academies seek to assist in the critical transition from 
middle to high school by providing additional support features in both the academic, and 
developmental aspects of the lives of students.  Through the process of establishing freshman 
academies, high schools are able to launch programs that have the ability to address both the 
graduation and achievement gap issues. This review of literature is based on building a 
foundation for understanding the nature of the high school transition, the importance of the 
ninth-grade year, freshman academies, the achievement gap, and measures of achievement.  
Changes in the U.S. Public School System  
 Enrollment in the public school system grew drastically during the twentieth century.  
During this time, more students were attending school and staying enrolled in the school system 
longer, rather than leaving in favor of working, as had previously been the case.  The total 
number of students enrolled in public schools almost doubled between 1940 and 1990 (Johnson, 
Dupuis, Musial, Hall, & Gollnick, 1999).  In order to become more cost effective and deal with 
the increase in student enrollment, schools consolidated from small, community schools to larger 
high schools.  As a result, the number of school districts dropped from 117,000 in 1940 to 16,000 
in 1980 (Johnson et al., 1999).   
 In 1979, Guthrie, a professor in the Graduate School of Education at the University of 
California-Berkeley, predicted that schooling in the United States would continue to grow larger 
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and become more costly.  His paper, Organizational Scale and School Success, looked at the 
historical trend of school consolidation and posited that the American citizens had varied reasons 
to justify major reforms in the scale and form of public schools.  Many student opportunities 
would increase if small schools consolidated and schools with larger class sizes could hire more 
specialized personnel and higher qualified teachers.  Guthrie also argued that consolidation 
would eliminate costly positions such as administrators, librarians and custodians and that these 
organizations could operate more efficiently.  By 1983, political events such as Sputnik and the 
Cold War created concerns that smaller schools were incapable of developing the human capital 
needed to enhance national security (Ravitch, 1983).   
 Purcell and Shackelford (2005) discussed the negative effects that school consolidation 
had on many rural districts in West Virginia.  Of note, the state spent over one billion dollars 
during the course of 15 years reconsolidating and restructuring schools, closing more than 300.  
The goals of closure included reduced operational costs and the ability to offer more advanced 
courses.  The reconsolidation, however, did not save taxpayers money.  The state spent more 
money on maintenance and utilities, despite a 13% decline in student enrollment and the number 
of school administrators increased by 16% (Purcell & Shackelford, 2005).  Despite these well-
intentioned goals, consolidation efforts have not worked and now many districts are seeking 
ways to reduce operational size and make schools seem smaller again (Supovitz & Christman, 
2005; McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010).     
School Reform 
 Since the 1960s, scholars have studied the effects of education, though interestingly, the 
1960s were marked by a belief that school made little difference in student achievement 
(Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001).  This belief was upheld by Coleman’s 1966 report, 
THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 13 
commonly referred to as the Coleman Report, entitled Equality of Educational Opportunity.  The 
Coleman Report stated that the quality of schooling accounted for only 10% of the variance in 
student achievement.  The Coleman Report concluded that teacher quality was a strong predictor 
of student achievement, as was the educational backgrounds and aspirations of other students in 
the school (Coleman et al., 1966).   
 In 1981, the National Commission of Excellence in Education was formed to examine the 
quality of education in the United States.  The commission’s formation led to the creation of a 
report entitled A Nation at Risk (National Commission of Excellence in Education, 1983).  The 
report focused specifically on: assessing the quality of teaching and learning in public and 
private schools, comparing schools in the U.S. with other advanced nations, studying the 
relationship between college admission requirements and the student achievement in high school, 
and identifying the problems which must be overcome to make the nation’s educational system 
more successful.  The report indicated that the poor quality of the instruction in American 
classrooms posed a threat to the nation’s security.  Further, it stated schools were failing and 
student achievement in the United States was well behind other countries.  A Nation at Risk 
supposed that longer school days and school years, more rigorous coursework and graduation 
requirements, and more capable educators were needed.  The National Commission of 
Excellence in Education report was the catalyst for an increased role of the federal government 
in public education and resulted in the many educational initiatives that are seen today, such as 
the No Child Left Behind Act.    
 In 2002, President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act.  The act 
incorporated four major points: increasing academic accountability for states, school districts and 
schools, providing more choice to parents and students, providing more flexibility in the use of 
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federal funding, and an emphasis of using more research-based educational programs and 
practices (Hoy & Hoy, 2006).  Provisions in the No Child Left Behind Act required states to 
develop adequate yearly progress objectives for all students.  The legislation ushered in an era 
where school leadership was to be driven with data and instructional practices based on evidence 
(Hoy & Hoy, 2006).   
School reform continues to be at the heart of debate and educational policy in the United 
States.  Some reformers believe administration or staff are to blame for underperforming schools, 
while others assert that schools lack proper lines of communication and support between staff 
and community, and thus, difficulty implementing effective action plans (Borba, 2003).  In 2009, 
the Obama Administration adopted the state incentive grants program, later known as Race to the 
Top (RTT).   
The shift toward accountability policies for schools over the past two decades—first 
introduced at the state level, and then made national under the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), 
signed into law in 2002—has been an important part of the school reform efforts. Under NCLB, 
test scores and graduation rates improved, especially for children who had been low-achieving.  
Most recently, President Obama signed the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) to replace 
NCLB. 
Under this newest federal law, changes were made in the hopes to improve upon the work 
started through NCLB.  Within ESSA, more freedom has been granted to states in order to give 
them an opportunity to tailor their education policies to the students and unique circumstances 
they face.  Beginning in the 2017-18 school year, ESSA required states to design state-wide 
accountability systems for implementation. ESSA requires state accountability systems to 
annually measure five indicators that assess progress toward the state’s long-term educational 
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goals, with a particular focus on certain student subgroups: those who are economically 
disadvantaged, minorities, children with disabilities, and English language learners. The first 
three indicators—academic achievement measured in an annual assessment, an additional 
academic measure such as student growth and graduation rates for secondary schools, and an 
additional academic indicator for presecondary schools— are related to academics and are 
holdovers from NCLB. The fourth indicator is a new requirement for the state-wide system, 
holding them accountable for improvement in the English language proficiency of English 
language learners.  
ESSA also requires states to add at least one measure of “school quality or student 
success” to its statewide accountability system. According to the law and to the rules proposed 
by the Department of Education earlier this year to guide its implementation, the “fifth indicator” 
must exhibit particular features to qualify. The fifth indicator may include measures of student or 
educator engagement, student access to and completion of advanced coursework or 
postsecondary readiness, school climate and safety, or any other indicator under a broad banner 
of school quality and student success. An indicator that captures the values of “school quality or 
student success” must be evidence-based, be systematically measurable and meaningfully 
differentiate between schools, and relate to improvements in student achievement and high 
school graduation. The requirement that there be meaningful differentiation between schools 
means that an indicator must allow states to identify which schools should be targeted for 
support or intervention—i.e. the lowest performing schools.  
The requirements for meeting the graduation standards established by the No Child Left 
Behind Act, Every Student Succeeds Act, as well as state-level initiatives have left educators 
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searching for solutions to the high school dropout crisis and low student achievement rates that 
are currently plaguing American high schools.  Unfortunately, there is not a quick panacea.    
Risk Factors to Dropping Out 
In the U.S., more than 1.2 million students drop out of school every year, which is 
roughly 7,000 students each school day (Wise, 2008).  While the dropout problem is a complex 
issue and is influenced by many individual, familial, social, economic, and school policy 
variables, research has shown that many of these are already evident by the time a student 
reaches middle school (Rumberger, 2006).  Research studies conducted during the last 30 years 
have identified numerous risk factors associated with dropping out of high school; many include 
individual student demographics that are unable to be controlled by schools, while others pertain 
to school factors.  A study conducted for the National Center for Education Statistics indicates 
several risk factors for dropping out of high school. These factors include being a member of a 
single-parent home, having an annual family income of less than $15,000, having an older 
sibling or parent who did not finish high school, having limited English proficiency, and being at 
home with little or no adult supervision. The study identified additional risk factors as being 
retained in previous grades, frequently changing schools, parents who were not actively involved 
and or had low expectations, and high absenteeism.  
A 1995 longitudinal study by Green & Scott followed students over a four-year period, 
beginning in eighth-grade students.  They found that those who had two or more of the National 
Center for Education Statistics risk factors were eight times more likely to drop out of high 
school than their peers with no risk factors. The study also found that students with two or more 
risk factors were more likely to test poorly in reading, math, and science, more likely to become 
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a teenage parent, more likely to have used illicit drugs, more likely to become involved in gang 
activity, and more likely to have been suspended or expelled from school.  
Barclay and Doll (2001) reviewed several studies and concluded that students who 
dropped out of high school began showing signs of academic failure as early as the middle 
school years. They also found that students who were not engaged in school or who had 
difficulty with interpersonal relationships tended to become dropouts.  In a report published for 
the American Psychological Association entitled Developing Adolescents, the authors cited the 
work of previous studies when they stated that students of varying ethnic backgrounds allude to 
different reasons for dropping out of school. White students refer to feelings of estrangement, 
alienation, poor relationships with teachers and failing grades. African American teenagers 
responded that being suspended or expelled were their primary reasons for dropping out, while 
Hispanics mention the need to work or taking care of younger siblings as their motivation for 
dropping out of high school (Gentry & Campbell, 2002).  
A 2006 qualitative study entitled The Silent Epidemic: Perspectives of High School 
Dropouts, reported that there is no single underlying factor for why students drop out of high 
school. The authors of this report conducted focus groups and surveyed dropouts from around 
the country. They concluded that dropping out of school is a gradual process and not the result of 
a single identifiable act. They present five main factors for why students drop out of high school. 
These include boring classes, high absenteeism, spending time with friends who were not 
interested in school, an abundance of freedom and very few rules, and failing grades. Additional 
causes include low parental involvement, taking care of ailing family members, and the need to 
get a job. Most of the participants in this study stated that they could have graduated from high 
school, but various factors within their own lives prevented them from doing so. They state that 
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support from teachers, administrators, and parents might have made the difference (Bridgeland, 
Dilulio, & Morison, 2006).  
Results such as those found by Bridgeland, Dilulio & Morison (2006) are substantiated in 
the literature.  Knesting (2008) identified four factors crucial to supporting at-risk students’ 
decisions to stay in school. These factors were listening to students, communicating caring, the 
school’s role in dropout prevention, and the students’ role in dropout prevention. According to 
Knesting, “Despite the aversive nature of school experiences, the students in the present study 
used their involvement with the supportive teachers or administrators, along with their 
determination to earn a high school diploma, to stay in school” (p. 10). Knesting’s study 
emphasized that while students may possess characteristics that cause them to be considered at-
risk, the school environment can have a positive impact on those students’ decisions to persevere 
and continue their educational endeavors.     
Transition Struggles.  The transition to high school places students in new 
environments, more rigorous curriculum, new school structures and new teachers (Mizelle & 
Irvin, 2000).  For the first time, grades become truly important as credits are required to be 
earned towards graduation.  These factors, among others, may lead the high school environment 
to become large and impersonal which in turn causes students to become overwhelmed as they 
must make choices affecting their future.   
 Students may struggle at the high school transition for a variety of reasons.  This can 
make determining what interventions and supports are necessary difficult, as each student is 
unique (Horwitz & Snipes, 2008).  For some, they may not be ready academically for the rigor of 
high school curriculum.  Some studies, such as one by Lee, Grigg, & Donahue (2007), have 
shown that barely 30% of rising freshman can read at grade level.  Other students may struggle 
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with the socio-emotional issues that the transition from a middle school to a larger high school 
bring.  With its shifting peer groups and new and numerous teachers, students with less 
developed emotional intelligence or whose falls slightly behind those of their peers may 
encounter social challenges that become difficult for them to overcome.  Successful transition 
programs must support these social transitions for students; student-teacher relationships and 
peer dynamics are an important aspect of how ninth-graders experience their school and handle 
the transition (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2012).   
In Adolescence, School Transitions, and Prevention: A Research-Based Primer, Berliner 
(1993) discusses the Timing and Discontinuity Theory, which proposes two hypotheses for 
adolescents coping with transition. Berliner discusses that the reason adolescents struggle with 
transition to such a high degree is because of other life events taking place at the same time.  A 
second hypothesis is that the abrupt change from the child-focused elementary school to a 
performance-focused secondary school is a stressor during early adolescence.  During 
adolescence, students are dealing with self-esteem issues where they feel socially inadequate and 
can directly correlate to the classroom.   
 School is not an isolated part of a students’ day, and many students may enter with a 
variety of emotional baggage.  “The problems students bring to school tend to be multifaceted 
and complex” (Adelman & Taylor, 2006, p.1).  Regardless of the issues students may bring, 
educators are responsible for teaching each and every student, no matter the level of readiness, 
lack of physical or emotional needs being met at home, or other obstacles in students’ lives” 
(Wise, 2008).   
 In a study by Akos (2004), 320 ninth-graders responded to a questionnaire asking them to 
list the top three things they feared most upon entering high school.  The number one concern 
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was the amount of homework and number two concern was the fear of hard homework.  In 
another study focusing on the ninth-grade transition, the authors refer to information from a 
report by the National Center for Education Statistics (2014) which states that “four out of five 
students reported that the academic challenge was greater in ninth grade than in any other grade” 
(Chapman & Sawyer, 2001, p. 1).  Chapman and Sawyer (2001) continued, including that “one 
out of five [students] reported increased feelings of isolation during the ninth grade year” (p. 1).  
Similar research by Queen (2002) showed that the fear of getting lost was placed as the number 
one challenge.  These studies show that students need support for both the academic and social 
transition they experience in the ninth-grade year. 
Academic Challenges.  The freshman year of high school is crucial to “the educational 
level… is a critical turning point in a student’s educational career” (Donegan, 2008, p. 54).  Suh 
and Suh (2007) conducted a mixed methods study of over 6,000 students to determine risk 
factors for dropping out of school and determined that a low grade-point average (GPA) within 
the freshman year had the highest impact on dropout rate.  The importance of the ninth-grade as 
a critical year academically is substantiated in the literature (Askos & Galassi, 2004; Smith et. al, 
2008).  Although the year is of crucial importance, many students are ill-prepared to meet the 
academic demands of more rigorous courses within a rigid, structured schedule (Christie, 2008).   
Freshman academic course performance and overall academic success during the 
underclassmen high school years can be used as an early warning sign of students at increased 
risk of dropping out (Allensworth & Easton, 2007).  In fact, a 2006 study conducted by Neild 
and Balfanz found that of students who dropped out in Philadelphia schools, 20% of them had 
received straight F’s in core classes during their first grading period of freshman year.  Over two-
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thirds of the students who failed all their courses during the first grading period recorded the 
same failing grades at the conclusion of the school year.   
De Witte et al. (2013) found that early academic achievement at the secondary level was 
a far more significant predictor of dropout risk, rather than demographic characteristics.  In fact, 
it was found that students within the lowest quartile of achievement were 20 times more likely to 
drop out of high school.       
Attendance.  Attendance is tied closely to student success.  Rice (2016) has shown that 
“a ninth-grader’s school attendance is a better predictor of whether that student will drop out of 
high school than his/her eighth grade test scores” (p. 28).  In all studies examined for this 
literature review, grades and attendance were primary factors in students’ success throughout 
high school.  In 2007, more than half of the freshman in public high schools failed a course, 
about forty percent missed more than a month of school in chronic absenteeism, and the average 
students grade point average was lower than a C (CCSR, 2007).  
Allensworth and Easton (2007) studied the relationship between the number of absences 
a ninth-grader accumulates and the percent odds a student has to graduate on-time in four years 
with their cohort within the Chicago Public School system.  Findings illustrated that students 
who missed 20-24 days had a 10% chance of graduating in four-years and students who were 
missing 40 or more days had a near zero percent chance of graduating within four years.  Though 
not a generalizable study, especially to areas not as diverse or urban, some reasons for the rapid 
decline such as missed instructional time, falling behind and failing to make-up missed work, are 
present in every high school across the country.  Allensworth and Easton clearly show that 
students need to be in school to increase their achievement and probability of on-time graduation 
with their cohort.   
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(Dis)engagement.  Research shows that disengagement is a predictor of dropping out of 
school (Alexander et al., 1997; Finn, 1989).  The high school dropout epidemic affects almost 
one-third of all public high school students in America, with public schools having an average 
graduation rate of 68% to 71% (Greene & Winters, 2005).  In large urban schools with a high 
proportion of students living in poverty, on average fewer than 50% of the students entering the 
ninth grade will leave with a high school diploma (National Research Council and Institute of 
Medicine, 2004).   
Researchers regard engagement as a critical factor in student success (Fredericks et al., 
2004; Marks, 2000). In order for students to be motivated to learn, they must be engaged in the 
learning environment. Looking at engagement as a multidimensional construct, the depth of 
students’ school experiences can be appreciated.  Through this, educators can better design 
interventions to meet the needs of their students.  
“Currently, many interventions, such as improving school climate or changing curriculum 
and standards, explicitly or implicitly focus on engagement as a route to increased 
learning or decreased dropping out” (Fredricks et al., 2004, p. 61).  
Though engagement plays a crucial role in educational outcomes, low levels of engagement 
continue to be observed in school.  Students who are engaged with school are more find the 
experience meaningful, graduate and pursue higher education.  If students are to be motivated to 
learn, they must be engaged in the learning environment.  As Skinner and Belmont (1993) 
explain,   
“Children who are engaged show sustained behavioral involvement in learning activities 
accompanied by positive emotional tone.  They select tasks at the border of their 
competencies, initiate action when given the opportunity, and exert effort and 
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concentration in the implementation of learnings tasks; they show generally positive 
emotions during ongoing action, including enthusiasm, optimism, curiosity, and interest” 
(p. 572).   
 Fredricks, Blumenfeld, and Paris (2004) examined school engagement from a theoretical 
framework involving three domains: behavioral engagement, cognitive engagement, and 
emotional engagement.  Behavioral engagement is related to attending school regularly and 
punctually, following school rules, completing homework, and exhibiting on-task behaviors in 
the classroom.  Cognitive engagement involves student investment in learning.  Emotional 
engagement involves students’ reactions to teacher, other students, the curriculum and the 
school; emotional engagement also includes having a sense of belonging and valuing learning 
and the goals of schooling.   
 School engagement, described in terms of both behavioral and emotional indicators, 
significantly contributes to academic achievement (Finn & Rock, 1997).  Students who like school 
and their teachers are more confident in their abilities to succeed and should be more engaged and 
participatory in classroom activities than those with negative attitudes of school (Voelkl, 1997).  
Students who are missing this sense of belonging or do not feel a sense of value in school may not 
develop strategies for school engagement.       
Quint (2008) cited anecdotal evidence that “students in ninth grade success academies 
[freshman academy] feel close to their teachers and one another” (p. 65).  The goal, substantiated 
by work done by Reyes & Jason (1991), is that a sense of connectedness improves not only 
students’ academic performance, but also their self-esteem and perception of the school 
environment.  Literature shows that an adolescent’s feelings of school network can bring down the 
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incidents of hazard-taking practices, raise scholastic inspiration, and create positive school and 
social connections (Anderman, 2003).     
 Fredricks et al. (2004) show that the construct of psychological investment, which they 
deem as ‘emotional engagement’, overlaps with motivational research, such as Maslow’s hierarchy 
of needs.  For students to succeed academically and self-actualize, they must form strong 
relationships with their teachers and feel supported by them (Klem & Connell, 2004).  This need, 
however, arises at a time when the structure and format of the schooling experiences provides less 
opportunities for nurturing teacher-student relationships.   
 Eccles and Midgley (1989) proposed that declines in motivation and behavior during 
secondary school could result from the fact that schools are not providing the transitions and 
organizational and educational environments that are appropriate for students’ developmental 
stage.  Eccles and Midgley argue that the declines occur as students experience a change in the 
educational environment from the more developmentally appropriate elementary school to the 
junior high, and from the junior to senior high school.   
 Adolescence brings physical and hormonal changes and increased cognitive capacity.  As 
the importance of peers increases, the student begins to separate from the family and as a result, 
there is a greater need for support from non-familial adults to help with the transition to 
independence (Eccles, 2004; Eccles et al., 1989).  Opportunities for students to enhance identity 
and self-concept are actually diminished in the secondary school environment, as teachers use 
rigorous grading practices and external motivational strategies.  Furthermore, the need for 
nurturing adult relationships is met with teacher distance (often due to teachers having such a large 
number of students).   
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Yet, despite the clear importance of classroom and school engagement, low levels of 
student engagement have been recorded in United States public schools throughout the past 
twenty years (Marks, 2000).  The National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, in a 2004 
report, found that 40-60% of students self-reported feeling disengaged within the school context.  
Disengagement begins or is exacerbated by the transition into high school, which may stem from 
feelings of displacement and a new, larger, more impersonal environment (Heller, Calderon, & 
Medrich, 2003).  Schools who fail to provide engaging, relevant programming or do not foster 
student relationships with caring adults, see the effects in their students’ academic performance 
and graduation rates.   
Private Schools and Public Charter Schools 
 Much less information is readily available about academic performance and graduation 
rates of students in private schools, but it is generally accepted that rates are higher than public 
schools.  One way to compare the performance of public and private schools, while keeping 
variables such as socioeconomic status and student demographics controlled, is by examining 
studies of students who have participated in a school voucher and scholarship program.  Since 
vouchers are often awarded based on a lottery system, they can provide a randomized experiment 
on the academic impact of attending a private school versus a traditional public school.     
 Results from private school voucher studies have been generally modestly positive 
(Barrow & Rouse, 2008; Wolf, 2008).  A 2013 study conducted with nearly 8,500 students 
showed a positive impact on graduation rates for participants awarded an Opportunity 
Scholarship to attend a private school, increased reading achievement and no difference in math 
achievements (Wolf, 2008).  The graduation rate for those attending a private or public charter 
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school in the study was 82 percent, versus 70 percent for the control group attending a traditional 
public high school.   
 A point of interest from this study is that students attending a private or public charter 
school graduated at much higher levels while having only modestly higher reading test scores 
and no significant difference in mathematics test scores.  Wolf et al. suggest that this may be 
because scoring high on tests is less important to a student’s graduation prospects than academic 
habits and disposition, such as self-discipline, commitment, grit, and determination.  Given that 
the literature shows two common reasons that students cite for dropping out of high school are 
disengagement and lack of self-confidence, it may be that private schools are more engaging and 
self-affirming places or that the typically smaller settings lead students to graduate at rates much 
higher than their public-school peers.   
Subgroup Impacts 
Though the transition to high school is difficult for all students, some students face a 
higher risk and more struggle than others.  In a study of Boston’s Class of 2004, 75% of dropouts 
fit into four categories. The first category consisted of special education students who were 
taught in self-contained classrooms without inclusion services. The second category included 
students who were English Language Learners and entered school later than their peers. The 
third category consisted of students who had one or more of the following risk factors during 8th 
grade: multiple course failures, two or more years older than peers in the same grade level, and 
attends school less than 80 % of the time. The final category included students with numerous 
course failures during the 9th grade year (Pinkus, 2008).  
Furthermore, minority groups experience a much more difficult time than their non-
minority peers.  In particular, African-American “fall into categories pertaining to behavior 
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problems, low academic performance, and low socio-economic status” (Queen, 2002, p. 4).  This 
claim was further substantiated by a phenomenological study which examined how the 
intersections of social divisions and academic-social integration contributed to students’ success 
or failures (Ganeson & Ehrich, 2009).  In their work, Ganeson and Ehric observed that 
misbehavior was found to have more severe negative consequences for African American 
students in transitioning to the high school and students of lower socioeconomic status had lower 
impact of race-ethnicity in likelihood to receive a diploma (2009).   
Similar results were encountered in other literature such a study completed by Balfanz, 
Herzog & MacIver (2007).  Their work showed that though African Americans and Hispanics 
were equally likely to show warning signs in sixth grade, 11% fewer Hispanics actually 
graduated.  Hispanics and African-American males encounter large GPA drops in their transition 
from eighth to ninth grade and, thus, are at an academic disadvantage from the earliest stages of 
high school (Sutton, Langenkamp, Muller & Schiller, 2018).   
Interestingly, girls are less likely than boys to display each of the warning signs and out-
graduated boys 12% on average.  That said, the dropout problem still affects girls, and for girls 
who dropout, their outcomes tend to be bleaker than their male counterparts (Balfanz et al., 
2009).  Female high school dropouts are nearly nine times as likely to have become single 
mothers as compared to their counterparts with a bachelor’s degree (Sum, Ishwar, & 
McLaughlin, 2009).     
Holcomb-McCoy (2007) suggested five unique challenges that may influence the 
transitioning of minority adolescents: “stereotyping, scarcity of positive role models, lack of 
culturally competent schools, ethnic identity developments, and emotional/behavioral reactions 
to discrimination” (p. 11).  Early warning systems, school-wide reforms, and targeted 
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interventions that pay special intervention to Hispanic and gender gaps, along with other higher 
risk groups, are an important piece to the puzzle.  Schools and districts, in working to implement 
programs to help increase the four-year graduation rate, must take the needs of their minority 
students into consideration.   
Transition Models 
Academic transition has been defined as, “a process which institutional and social factors 
influence which students’ educational careers are positively or negatively affected by this 
movement between organizations” (Schiller, 2009, p. 216-217).  This definition emphasizes the 
importance of transitioning into a supportive and nurturing environment, especially during such a 
time of growth and change as adolescence.  With the transition for newly incoming ninth-grade 
students comes an increased academic rigor and performance standards, yet there is less 
academic support than in their previous years.  These higher academic standards, as well as the 
potential academic decline associated with any transition, have led administrators and 
researchers to suggest that, “every high school reform initiative should include focus on the 
middle to high school transition and successfully moving students through the ninth grade” 
(Cohen & Smerdon, 2009, p. 177). 
Christle, Jolivette, and Nelson (2007) completed a mixed methods study that examined 
196 Kentucky high schools categorized as either low dropout schools or high dropout schools. 
They found that low dropout schools provided a safe, clean environment for students where 
teachers were nurturing and caring, set high expectations for academic success, and were 
excellent role models. They found that several school factors do influence whether or not a 
student will drop out of school. These school factors include creating a sense of belonging or 
engagement in school, fostering academic success, and having high behavioral expectations.    
THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 29 
 With this in mind, many school districts have sought to implement programs to assist in 
supporting students in their transition to high school.  Many of these programs are varying forms 
of small learning communities (Bernstein et al., 2008).  Though they take many forms, the 
communities may look like career academies, magnet schools, teaming or house models, and a 
school-within-a-school or freshman academy model.  These small learning communities are 
models that aim to make the high school more personalized and learner-centered, with a 
community-like atmosphere (Letgers & Kerr, 2001).  Wasley and Lear (2001) indicate several 
reasons for the success of smaller learning communities. They state that the relationships 
between students and teachers, as well as with the parents, are stronger than in traditional models 
and the model allows teachers to share in the decision-making processes.  Smaller schools focus 
on specific goals to be achieved and do not try to be comprehensive and professional 
development is provided specifically for the teachers of the smaller learning community.   
 Though size alone did not make a successful school, it appears to be an important factor 
when creating more effective schools (Wasley & Lear, 2001).  The majority of students in the 
United States attend large high schools.  Approximately 70% of the nation’s high school students 
attend a school that houses 1,000 or more students and almost half attend a building with more 
than 1,500 students (Cleary & English, 2005). The U.S. Department of Education reported that 
current research has indicated large high schools had lower achievement, higher rates of 
misconduct and higher dropout rates compared with smaller schools serving similar student 
populations (School Size, paragraph 4).  Since populations in American high schools continue to 
increase, many public high schools are adopting the concept of smaller learning communities.  
Smaller learning communities are commonly developed by dividing large schools into smaller, 
more personalized learning environments.  These self-contained units within a school can result 
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in more positive contacts and relationships between students and staff than at a large, impersonal 
building (McPartland & Jordan, 2001).    
 Letgers and Kerr (2001) studied high school reform practices to promote ninth-grade 
success in the context of Maryland public schools.  They surveyed 174 schools and determined 
what practices schools were utilizing to ease the transition of freshman to a high school building.  
The researchers found that 25% of high schools in Maryland were using a school-within-a-
school concept, an academy, or some other types of small learning community for their ninth 
graders.  The schools implementing a small learning community model showed higher ninth-
grade promotion rates than schools with similar student demographic characteristics who did not 
implement the model.   
Creating smaller learning communities that provide a safe and supportive environment to 
help students make a smooth transition into the high school setting is only the first step to 
implementing change at the high school level. By nurturing ninth grade students and helping 
them to be successful, educators are laying the foundation for continued academic success 
throughout the remainder of the students’ high school career. However, built upon that 
foundation must be additional levels of success that will provide the student with the skills and 
knowledge necessary to become a successful and productive adult in todays’ society. One small 
learning community gaining attention is the freshman academy model.   
Developed to help middle school students successfully navigate the transition to the first 
year of high school, improve ninth grade academic achievement, and reduce the dropout rate 
(Reents, 2002), the freshman academy is designed to be more supportive than a typical high 
school model (Cushman, 2006; Dillon, 2008).  Gary (2004) described a freshman academy 
model as having, “the heart of an elementary school, the teaming of a middle school, and the 
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curriculum of a high school” (p. 56).  The broad goal of freshman academies is to support ninth-
grade students during their first year of high school and increase their likelihood of academic 
success (Fraker, 2006).  This is accomplished through “provid[ing] structure, a sense of 
belonging, and… eas[ing] the transition into high school while integrating content and increasing 
communication between parents and teachers” (Clark & Hunley, 2007, p. 41).     
The freshman academy model is one which aims to support students through the middle-
to-high school transition.  The academy is as an effort to balance small school goals of a 
personalized experience with big school efficiencies, such as greater programming options and 
more specialization of instructors (DeJong & Locker, 2006).  In the past, the generally accepted 
consensus was that these big school efficiencies made larger high schools a better model than 
smaller schools.  However, it has been noted in literature and through studies with incoming 
students that the size of most high schools creates an impersonal feel for incoming students 
(Hertzog & Morgan, 1999).  The large, bureaucratic nature can leave students feeling lost, both 
literally and metaphorically (Letgers & Kerr, 2001).   
In 1994, Johns Hopkins University’s Center for Research on the Education of Students 
Placed at Risk initiated Talent Development, now used in eleven states in the US (Quint, 2008).  
The Talent Development model for high schools addresses the high school transition by placing 
ninth-graders in a small, separate Success Academy, and after which a career academy is 
selected for grades ten through twelve.  Core classes operate on a block schedule of 80 to 90 
minutes a day and allow teachers to cover in a semester what would usually be a year-long 
course.  Research showed success in the academy for students, but mainly benefited boys who 
started the program with a medium to high risk of dropping out of high school (Quint, 2008).  
The essential components of the Talent Development model include “a college preparatory core 
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curriculum based on high standards, and a learning environment that incorporates four sources of 
student motivation: relevance of schoolwork, a caring and supportive human environment, 
opportunities for academic success, and help with personal problems” (LaPoint, Jordan, 
McPartland, & Towns, 1996, p. iii). 
According to a report published by the Comprehensive School Reform Quality Center 
(CSRQC) entitled Works in Progress: A Report on Middle and High School Improvement  
Programs, the transition from middle school to high school is very difficult for students, 
especially for those who are considered to be low-performing or at-risk. This is especially true 
for students in larger high schools who lose the academic focus necessary to be successful 
primarily because they have been unable to form personal relationships and bond with teachers 
or other adults (Amato et al., 2005). In order to help combat this transitioning problem, 
“American high schools use several strategies to meet the challenges associated with 
transitioning from middle school to high school. These strategies range from jump-start 
programs for ninth graders to academies and small learning communities and aim to: 
restructure and reorganize high schools into smaller learning communities; develop 
school-based early intervention programs, and engage parents, teachers, and students in 
the transition process. These strategies have multiple goals, including helping students 
balance social activities with academic demands and personalizing the transitional 
experience” (p. 42).  
The authors explain that in the freshman academy design the faculty is divided into teams 
encompassing the four core academic areas. Team members share students and provide academic 
support to individual students as necessary. The team participates in collaborative activities, has 
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rules and expectations that are uniform among the team members, and works to engage students 
in academic tasks within the four curriculum areas (Amato et al., 2005).  
Other typical characteristics of the freshman academy is a dedicated space which can aid 
in making a large school feel small for ninth grade students (Thornton, 2009).  This can be 
accomplished typically in one of two ways: an entire building for the freshman academy, or a 
dedicated wing or hall for the academy (Bernstein et. al, 2008).  Placing all freshman students 
together helps the larger school feel smaller and allows freshman to take the majority of their 
core classes with only other freshman.  Other benefits are that the classrooms can be placed in a 
way that benefits the teaming and logical management of students, rather than just by subject 
taught and it can help with the transition between class periods as well, minimizing the physical 
distance students need to travel (Clark & Hunley, 2007).          
 Another benefit of the structuring within a freshman academy model is the ability to use 
teams of teachers.  Teams typically include the core content areas and serve a common group of 
students, meaning the teachers are teaching the same group of students (Bernstein et al., 2008).  
Sharing students can facilitate increased communication between teachers about concerns for 
particular students and allow teachers to specialize in working with ninth-grade students and 
their unique developmental stage (McIntosh & White, 2006).  Academic teaming gives teachers 
more opportunity to communicate and exchange knowledge, develop closer relationships with 
students and facilitate more authentic learning (Oxley, 2005, 2001).  Mansberger (2005), showed 
that organizing teachers into teams was a successful strategy in school reform, so long as training 
and support were provided to teachers when teams were newly formed.      
 A final feature of many freshman academies is an intervention or seminar period within 
the school day for students, where students learn study and notetaking skills or gain extra 
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supports.  These interventions typically include curriculum around learning styles, study skills, 
test-taking strategies, organizational skills, and time management, as well as addressing social 
and emotional issues.  For example, the freshman seminar course in the Success Academy of 
Talent Development high schools was designed to ensure that all freshman know about credits, 
high school graduation requirements and the courses they needed to take to enter a two or four-
year college or university, learn study skills they would need to be academically successful, 
develop the social skills and life skills (e.g., goal setting, decision-making, and effective 
communication) they would need to be academically successful and beyond, and develop an 
awareness of post-secondary college and career options and investigate career clusters (Corbett 
& Wilson, 2000).   
Some research indicates that freshman academy participants had better attendance rates, 
earned fewer discipline referrals, earned better grades and failed fewer courses (Fraker, 2006).  
Smaller learning communities, such as the freshman academy model can improve “academic 
achievement, academic equity, graduation rates and safety” (Lee & Friedrich, 2007).  Increased 
feelings of safety may stem from the increased connectedness with a caring adult that the small 
learning community attempts to create (Kilby, 2006).   
Chmelynski (2004) details a freshman academy implemented at Houston County High 
School in Georgia.  Since the program’s implementation, discipline incidents declined by 55%.  
Similar results were seen at the Aldine Independent School District in Houston, Texas.  There, 
the ninth-grade dropout rate decreased dramatically while the number of credits earned increased 
(Reents, 2002).   
However, there is also research that suggests that freshman academies have not affected 
these factors in schools.  According to the United States Department of Education (2008), there 
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is no significant trend in achievement as measured by college entrance exams related to the 
implementation of smaller learning communities.       
Theoretical Framework 
 Schools are required to provide research-based activities and programs to assist with 
student learning and overall success.  The purpose of this study was to conduct a program 
evaluation of the Freshman Academy transition program for program improvement. As a means 
to systematically provide timely evaluative information for use in decision-making, an 
objectives-based model was used, as this program evaluation focuses on examining the intended 
outcomes of the program.  The objectives-based approach specifies the purpose of educational 
programs and determines if, or to what extent, these objectives were attained.   
 Tyler, a front-runner in the objectives-based model approach, viewed evaluation as the 
process of determining the extent to which the objectives are attained.  He emphasized the use of 
filtering goals and objectives based on the rationale of being logical, scientifically acceptable and 
easily adoptable by evaluators (Tyler, 1949).  Although the objective-based approach has been 
widely used in educational programs, it is sometimes criticized because of its simplicity and 
emphasis on defining outcomes.   
With this program evaluation, it is the hope of the researcher to provide information 
regarding the efficacy of the freshman academy implementation that will prove useful for future 
decision-making.  For school district leaders, it is important to be able to clearly discuss the 
findings and have evidence to support them. For the purpose of this study, a formative evaluation 
was conducted to demonstrate the ninth-grade transition program’s overall impact and 
effectiveness.  
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Research Questions 
 Primary research questions sought to examine the impact of the freshman academy on 
academic achievement and engagement for all students participating in the model.  Secondary 
research questions aimed to quantify the mean differences between various, dichotomous 
subgroups.   
Primary Research Questions. 
1. What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student academic 
achievement, as measured by ninth-grade GPA and credits earned? 
2. What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student engagement, as 
measured by behavior referrals and attendance? 
3. What is the impact of a freshman academy on emotional indicators of students’ 
connectedness and positive future outlook, as determined by MN Student Survey? 
Secondary Research Questions. 
4. What are the differences in gender between academic, behavior, and emotional 
indicators? 
5. What are the differences in indicators between students economically 
disadvantaged (Free or Reduced-Price Lunch) and those classified as not 
economically disadvantaged in the freshman academy? 
6. What are the differences in indicators between general education and special 
education students in the freshman academy? 
7. What are the differences in academic achievement and behavioral engagement 
indicators between English Language Learners (ELL) and non-English Language 
Learners? 
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Conclusions 
It is clear that the ninth-grade year is a pivotal point in the life of a student. The 
likelihood of future academic success seems to hinge upon success during this year in a students’ 
life. As a result, much attention to the freshman year and successful transition to high school has 
surfaced. Freshman academies are one possible structure for supporting students during this 
important year. Freshman academies can make a difference for students in general as well as 
subgroups of students who may struggle more than their peers. A method of evaluating the 
impact of a freshman academy is to assess grade point average data as well as credits 
accumulated, behavior referral, attendance and dispositional survey data for students who 
participated in the academy and those who did not.  
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODS 
The purpose of this study was to compare student outcomes pre- and post-implementation 
of a freshman academy model for students in a suburban Minnesota high school.  Student 
outcomes were defined for this study to include academic grade indicators, attendance rates, 
instances of behavior referrals, and self-reported emotional engagement indicators. Research 
indicated a need to concentrate reform efforts on the ninth-grade transition year in order to 
improve student academic success and in turn improve graduation rates (Neild et al., 2008). 
Gewertz (2007) noted a national awareness of the 9th grade year as a “make-or-break year” (p. 
14). Research also indicated that the implementation of a freshman academy could address the 
social, emotional, and academic needs of 9th grade students (Chmelynski, 2004). Although some 
students required more intense instructional remediation during the 9th grade year, others could 
simply benefit from increased bonding and connections to teachers and peers (Holland & 
Mazzoli, 2001; Knesting, 2008).  
This study seeks to address gaps in the literature surrounding the difficulty in the 
transition to high school and transition models by quantitatively examining the impact of a 
freshman academy implementation in a large, suburban high school.  Utilizing academic, 
behavior and emotional indicators pre- and post-implementation, the quantitative effects of the 
academy model was examined.  Further, differences between subgroups (gender, curricular 
designation, socio-economic status and primary language spoken) were examined.  This chapter 
details the methodology used in the study and includes the following sections: research 
questions, design, setting and participants, data collections, ethical considerations, and a chapter 
summary.       
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Research Questions 
Primary research questions sought to examine the impact of the freshman academy on academic 
achievement and engagement for all students participating in the model.  Secondary research 
questions aimed to quantify the mean differences between various, dichotomous subgroups.   
Primary Research Questions. 
1. What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student academic achievement, 
as measured by ninth-grade GPA and credits earned? 
2. What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student engagement, as 
measured by behavior referrals and attendance? 
3. What is the impact of a freshman academy on emotional indicators of students’ 
connectedness and positive future outlook, as determined by MN Student Survey? 
Secondary Research Questions. 
4. What are the differences in gender between academic, behavior, and emotional 
indicators? 
5. What are the differences in indicators between students economically disadvantaged 
(Free or Reduced-Price Lunch) and those classified as not economically 
disadvantaged in the freshman academy? 
6. What are the differences in indicators between general education and special 
education students in the freshman academy? 
7. What are the differences in academic achievement and behavioral engagement 
indicators between English Language Learners (ELL) and non-English Language 
Learners? 
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Research Design 
 This study utilizes a positivistic, quantitative paradigm to approach the study and analysis 
of data.  A retrospective, causal-comparative design using existing data was utilized to analyze 
groups prior to, and after implementation.   
Setting.  The city of Shakopee is located in the southwest corner of the Twin Cities 
metropolitan area, 23 miles from Minneapolis, on the Minnesota River. Residents of Shakopee 
enjoy both the atmosphere of a small town and the resources of a thriving metropolitan area. This 
study takes place at a four-year public, suburban high school located in the Southwest Metro 
Minneapolis area.  As of 2019 and as reported by the Minnesota Department of Education report 
card, the school demographics were: 60.3% white, 12.5% Hispanic or Latinx, 11.9% Asian, 
9.9% black or African-America, 1% American Indian or Alaska native, and 4.3% two or more 
races.  31.1% of students are reported as receiving free or reduced-price meals, 11.6% of 
students receive special education services, and 6.5% are English language learners.  The 2019 
enrollment at the high school was 2.605 students.   
Participants.  This study included a nonrandom universe of data for all ninth-grade 
students who attended Shakopee High School as first-time ninth graders during an eight-year 
window consisting of the 2012-2013, 2013-2014, 2014-2015, 2015-2016, 2016-2017, 2017-
2018, 2018-2019, and 2019-2020 school years.  Data was pre-existing within the School 
Information System, Infinite Campus, and state-administered data with the Minnesota Student 
Survey.  Only students completing ninth-grade for the first time were included in this survey.   
 The data collected in the study was from archival records of a large, suburban public high 
school in Minnesota.  The school, Shakopee High School, fully implemented the freshman 
academy format during the 2018-2019 school year.  The freshman academy is a small learning 
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community within the high school serving ninth-grade students in a separate wing from other 
grade levels.  Freshman academy teachers are dedicated to teaching only ninth-grade students 
and participate in interdisciplinary teaming.  Additionally, the freshman academy has support 
staff, such as counselors and administrators, which are exclusively dedicated to ninth-grade 
students.   
 The freshman academy, as implemented in the school examined in this study, consists of 
a separate wing in the greater high school building.  Ninth-grade students are placed in a team 
with shared teachers, the majority of which are dedicated to teaching solely freshman.  The 
teachers engaged in bi-weekly meetings, where data-based student interventions are developed 
and implemented.  Teachers in the freshman academy were all MN Tier 3 or Tier 4 teachers, 
who a highly qualified to work with students.  Students engaged in both core and elective 
courses and are required to take a one-credit Freshman Seminar course.  Two counselors are 
designated to work with freshman students, and a designated academy principal manages 
students and staff.   
Sampling.  Sampling was not necessary in this study, as the entire population of ninth 
grade students in each cohort between the 2012-2013 and 2019-2020 school year was used.  
Review of data collected showed that it was complete enough that no sampling was needed.  In 
instances where some student data was incomplete, it was excluded from analysis.   
Instrumentation.   
Academic Achievement.  In this study, student academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement was measured using data collected and accessed through Infinite Campus, the 
school district’s student information system.  Infinite Campus has been utilized in the district 
since the 2013-2014 school year as a student information system (SIS).  Infinite Campus is the 
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largest American-owned SIS and is used within Shakopee Public Schools for gradebook and 
transcript management, standardized assessment recording, attendance recording and reporting, 
behavior referrals, and demographic and contact maintenance.     
In order to quantitatively measure academic achievement, a combination of students’ 
grade point average (GPA) upon the end of their ninth-grade year and their percent on-track-to-
graduate indicator will be used.  GPA will be recorded based on the data from school records, 
found in Infinite Campus.  The GPA is an interval-based variable that is measured on a 4.0 scale 
based on the points students received for each course they have taken during their ninth-grade 
career.  Each letter grade corresponds to a point value: A=4, B=3, C=2, D=1, and F=0.  The total 
points from this calculation are added together and divided by the number of courses taken.  The 
final result is an unweighted cumulative GPA, which is recorded within students’ official grades 
record in Infinite Campus.   
The second indicator of student achievement looks at students’ successful completion of 
credits.  Students earn credits for a course by receiving a passing grade of a D- (60%) or greater.  
The number of credits students need in order to graduate high school did change throughout the 
study period, so instead of examining the number of credits student accumulated, a ratio will be 
used in order for an equitable and clear comparison to be drawn.  The on-track-to-graduate ratio 
will be found by using the following formula: 
!"#$%&	()	*&%+,-.	/--/,0%+	+"&,01	0,0-ℎ	1&/+%
!"#$%&	()	*&%+,-.	&%3",&%+	/-	%0+	()	0,0-ℎ	1&/+%
= (0 − -&/*6 − -( − 1&/+"/-%	&/-,( 
Behavioral Engagement.  Student engagement was determined, through the literature, to 
include both behavioral and emotional indicators.  Behavioral engagement factors measured for 
the study include behavior referrals and attendance information.  The higher a students’ 
attendance and the fewer a students’ behavioral referrals, the more behaviorally engaged they 
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will be.  As each year the number of school days may vary, attendance was measured as a ratio 
of 
!"#$!%#	'!()	!**#+'#'	(-.-)
!"#$!%#	'!01(	2#23#$)405	(-.6).  The number of behavior referrals was recorded in Infinite 
Campus during students’ ninth-grade year.  Behavioral engagement was formed by taking a 
students’ attendance ratio and combining it with a modified behavior referral term:   
-.-
-.6 + (1 −  number of behavior referrals).   
Thus, a student with perfect attendance and no behavior referrals would have a score of 2, 
functioning as a maximum score for this measure.  The lower a students’ attendance and/or the 
more behavior referrals, the smaller a students’ behavior composite score.   
Emotional Engagement.  Emotional engagement factors measured for the study include a 
selected number of items selected from the Minnesota Department of Educations’ triennial 
Minnesota Student Survey (see Appendix Two).  Since 1989, the Minnesota Student Survey 
(MSS) has been administered every three years to students across Minnesota. All types of school 
districts are invited to participate, including regular public school districts, charter schools, tribal 
schools, nonpublic schools, alternative learning centers and juvenile correctional facilities. From 
1989 through 2010, students in grades six, nine and 12 participated in the survey. In 2013, the 
grade levels changed to grades five, eight, nine and 11. 
The MSS is the most consistent source of data about the health and well-being of 
Minnesota's students for the past 30 years. This survey asks students about their activities, 
opinions, behaviors and experiences. Students respond to questions on school climate, bullying, 
out-of-school activities, health and nutrition, emotional and mental health, relationships, 
substance use and more. Questions about sexual behaviors are asked only of ninth and grade 11 
students. All responses are anonymous.  The MSS is voluntary on the part of the school districts. 
In 2019, over 81 percent of regular public-school districts chose to participate in the survey. In 
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addition, parents or guardians may opt their child out of the survey, and students may choose not 
to participate. If students take the survey, they may skip any question or stop at any point. 
Table 3.1 summarizes each construct, its indicator and its associated instrumentation.  
Three constructs- academic achievement, behavioral engagement, and emotional engagement- 
are measured through designated indicators and their corresponding instrumentation is noted. 
Table 3.1 
Construct and Associated Measurements 
Construct Indicator(s) Instrumentation  
Academic Achievement 
GPA at the end of ninth-grade Infinite Campus 
  
Ratio on-track to graduate 
Number of earned credits 
pulled from Infinite Campus; 
ratio calculated based on that 
cohort’s specific graduation 
requirements 
 
   
Behavioral Engagement 
Attendance data Infinite Campus 
  
Number of behavior referrals 
made during the ninth-grade 
 
Infinite Campus 
   
Emotional Engagement 
(Belongingness and positive 
outlook) 
Survey administered to 9th 
grade students during 2013, 
2016, and 2019 with 14 
pertinent items selected 
Minnesota Student Survey 
(MSS) administered by the 





This dissertation study was conducted using pre-existing, historical data from students at 
a large, suburban high school in the Southwest Metro area of Minneapolis.  Data utilized came 
from two, separate sources of information.  An evaluation of students’ academic achievement 
and behavioral engagement was conducted utilizing data from the school district’s student 
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informational system.  The construct of students’ emotional engagement was measured using 15 
selected items from the Minnesota Student Survey data.   
 Academic Achievement and Behavioral Engagement.  In order to measure indicators 
of students’ academic achievement and behavioral engagement, individual level data was 
collected from the school district.  Cohorts of ninth-grade data was collected from a time span of 
8 years, beginning with the 2012-2013 school year.  Data from the 2012-2013, 2013-2014, and 
2014-2015 school years was used to establish general baseline data.  Data from the 2015-2016 
and 2016-2017 school years was used as pre-academy implementation and data from 2018-2019 
and 2019-2020 was used as two years of data post-academy implementation.  Student data from 
the 2017-2018 school year was not used in the pre-implementation group, as active professional 
development and training of staff in the academy model occurred during this school year, so it is 
impossible to ensure teachers were not informally implementing elements of the model within 
their classroom instruction.  
Data have been collected previously and is housed in the district’s student information 
system, Infinite Campus.  Data was exported from Infinite Campus for each of the years of 
interest.  Data exported included students’ GPA at the end of 9th grade, number of credits earned, 
behavior referrals, attendance broken into number of excused and unexcused absences.  
Demographic indicators were also exported from Infinite Campus.  Gender, socioeconomic 
status (as measured by Free or Reduced-price lunch status), curricular designation (special 
education vs. general education), and language status (English language learner vs. native 
English speaker) was recorded for each student. 
Emotional Engagement.  Emotional engagement was be measured using fifteen selected 
items from the Minnesota Department of Education’s Student Survey, administered to ninth 
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grade students every three years.  This data was collected in 2013, 2016, and 2019 and is 
currently available through the Minnesota Department of Education website.  The items were 
selected to align with specific categorical components of the emotional engagement construct, 
including educational engagement, connectedness with adults, connectedness with the 
community, connectedness with the school, future outlook and students’ self-view.  Survey items 
utilized a Likert scale of 4 or 5 points, depending on the question.  Items probing the same 
category were grouped together in order to create a scale variable to be compared for mean group 
differences pre- and post-academy implementation.  Table 3.2 displays the alignment of each 
survey question into its respective scale. 
Table 3.2 
Construct Alignment for the Minnesota Student Survey  
Scale Category Survey Item(s) 
Educational Engagement How often do you care about doing well in school? 
 I think the things I learn in school are useful. 
 How often do you pay attention in class? 
 If something interests me, I try to learn more about it.  
  
Connectedness with Adults Overall, adults at my school listen to me.  




How much do you feel adults in your community care about 
you? 
  
Connectedness with School Most teachers at my school are interested in me as a person. 
 How much do you feel teachers/other adults at school care 
about you? 
 At my school, teachers care about students. 
  
Future Outlook I feel in control of my life and future. 
 I feel good about my future. 
 I am thinking about what my purpose is in life.  
  
Self-View I feel good about myself. 
 I feel valued and appreciated by others.  
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Data Analysis  
 Within each cohort, data was disaggregated into groups in order to further examine 
impact differences within subgroups.  Gender (male/female), curriculum designation (special 
education/ regular education), primary language (EL/ non-EL) and socioeconomic status (free & 
reduced lunch/ non-free & reduced lunch) was used as disaggregation categories.  
Minnesota Student Survey Data.  For each Minnesota Student Survey question, the 
variable was recoded, if necessary, to ensure that the lowest score represented the unfavorable 
response.  Further, to create a meaningful zero-point and for ease of analysis, all individual item 
scores were adjusted by -1 to create a range of 0 to 3 or 0 to 4, depending on the questions.  
Individual scale scores were created by adding an individuals’ item scores in the corresponding 
scale.  Lastly, scale scores were combined to create a total composite score between zero and 47.   
 Survey responses from student respondents were entered into the Statistical Package for 
the Social Science (SPSS) computer program.  To determine mean differences in total composite 
scores, an independent samples t-test was used, as this measure met assumptions of normality.  
For comparison of scale scores, a Welch t-test was used, as parametric assumptions for these 
measures were not met.  Means and standard deviations were presented side-by-side for 
comparison and analysis.   
Research Questions and System Alignment 
Table 3.3 provides a description of the alignment between the study Research Question(s) 
and the methods used in this study to ensure that all variables of study have been accounted for 
adequately. 
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Table 3.3 
Research Question(s) Alignment 
Research 
Question 
Variables Design Instrument Validity & 
Reliability 
Technique  Source 
RQ1 IV: Freshman Academy Participation 










Infinite Campus district 
database, accessed via 
district administrators 
RQ2 IV: Freshman Academy 
DV: Behavioral Engagement 









Infinite Campus district 
database, accessed via 
district administrators 
RQ3 IV: Freshman Academy 














of Education Website 
(publicly available) 
RQ4 IV: Gender 
DV: Academic Achievement(GPA and 
credits earned) 
DV: Behavioral Engagement 








existing data  
Infinite Campus district 
database, accessed via 
district administrators 
RQ5 IV: Socioeconomic status (Free & 
Reduced lunch vs. non-Free & Reduced 
Lunch) 
DV: Academic Achievement (GPA and 
credits earned) 
DV: Behavioral Engagement 








existing data  
Infinite Campus district 
database, accessed via 
district administrators  
RQ6 IV: Curricular Status Designation 









existing data  
Infinite Campus district 
database, accessed via 
district administrators  
RQ7 IV: Native Language Status Designation 
(English Language Learner vs. Non-








existing data  
Infinite Campus district 
database, accessed via 
district administrators  
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Procedures 
 Data from the 2012-2013 through 2019-2020 school years were exported from the school 
district’s student information system, Infinite Campus, to a spreadsheet format.  This data 
included student demographics without identifying information, academic achievement data, and 
behavioral engagement data.  The data were then exported into SPSS.  The researcher first 
examined trends between the 2012-2013, 2013-2014, and 2014-2015 school years to ensure that 
data without any intervention was consistent and provided an appropriate baseline.  Then, data 
from the dedicated pre-implementation window (2015-2016 and 2016-2017) were analyzed and 
compared against the post-implementation window (2018-2019 and 2019-2020).   
 Student-level responses from the Minnesota Student Survey were requested from the 
State of Minnesota.  Ninth-grade survey responses from the 2016 survey administration and 2019 
survey administration were used.  Access was granted by the Minnesota Department of 
Education, which supplied the researcher with student responses for Shakopee High School, as 
well as responses for Scott County and the State of Minnesota.  The researcher examined 
responses from the school in which the academy was implemented, the county in which the 
school resides, and all ninth-grade respondents within the state. 
Ethical Considerations 
Wellbeing of participants will be maintained due to the nature of the study design 
utilizing existing data.  As such, human subjects will not be used, but rather existing data from 
the freshman cohorts from the years 2012-2013 through 2019-2020 will be used.  There are 
approximately 700 student data entries per cohorts and no identifying information will be 
utilized.  To maintain full student confidentiality, the researcher will not directly access data, 
instead the Director of Data & Testing will export data into a spreadsheet for the researcher.  No 
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identifying student information will be given, and participant confidentiality will be maintained 
through the assigning of a random number to each set of information. 
Conclusions 
 This study is designed using a retrospective, quantitative, casual-comparative design to 
investigate the impact of the freshman academy implemented in a southwest, Minnesota suburb 
through the lens of academic achievement, behavioral engagement, and emotional engagement.  
Data collected spans an eight-year window between the 2012-2013 to 2019-2010 school years.  
The researcher utilized the 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 school years as pre-implementation 
measures and 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 as post-implementation measures.  The remaining years 
were to confirm the validity and correlate any observed impacts as due to the academy model.  
Ethical considerations of the wellbeing of participants was maintained by a blind study design 
and the use of random identifier tags attached to data.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESULTS 
A successful ninth-grade year is a crucial element to reaching high school graduation 
(Letgers & Kerr, 2001).  McIntosh and White (2006) went so far as to state that some students 
decide in the first several weeks of their freshman year whether or not they will continue their 
high school education.  As schools around the nation struggle to meet federal accountability 
standards and increasingly high state standards, focus has been given to the ninth grade year and 
implementing interventions to support students as they transition to high school.  
 One such intervention, the freshman academy, is a specialized type of small learning 
community (Bernstein et al., 2008).  The aim of the freshman academy model is to provide 
additional support to students during the transition to high school.  Support systems in the 
freshman academy include a core group of teachers working in a teaming structure, a dedicated 
space, and a seminar-type experience which supports students in executive functioning skills, 
career exploration and post-high school planning (Clark & Hunley, 2007).  The high school 
investigated in this study, like many high schools across the United States, hoped that 
implementation of a freshman academy model would make a large, suburban high school feel 
much smaller, increase graduation rates, and help students succeed after high school in post-
secondary education or career.  
Purpose of the Study 
This study set out to determine the impact of the implementation of the freshman 
academy model at a suburban, Minnesota high school.  Using retrospective data and a casual-
comparative design, the study sought to find mean differences between academic, behavioral, 
and emotional indicators across years before and after implementation.  Emotional indicators for 
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the school were examined and compared with county and state results in order to gather a 
geographical comparison and broader context.  Further, differences between subgroups (i.e. 
gender, curricular designation, socioeconomic status and primary language spoken) were 
examined.  This chapter details the key findings of the research and is organized to address each 
of the seven research questions independently.  A robust discussion with implications and 
recommendations is presented in Chapter 5.       
 This chapter is organized by the research questions used to frame the study.  Primary 
research questions focused on the impact of the freshman academy on three measures of success: 
academic achievement, behavioral engagement and emotional engagement.  Secondary research 
questions focused on examining differences between subgroups.  
 Primary Research Questions. 
1. What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student academic achievement, 
as measured by ninth-grade GPA and credits earned? 
2. What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student engagement, as 
measured by behavior referrals and attendance? 
3. What is the impact of a freshman academy on emotional indicators of students’ 
connectedness and positive future outlook, as determined by MN Student Survey?   
Secondary Research Questions. 
4. What are the differences in gender between academic, behavior, and emotional 
indicators? 
5. What are the differences in indicators between students economically disadvantaged 
(Free or Reduced-Price Lunch) and those classified as not economically 
disadvantaged in the freshman academy? 
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6. What are the differences in indicators between general education and special 
education students in the freshman academy? 
7. What are the differences in academic achievement and behavioral engagement 
indicators between English language learners (EL) and non-English language 
learners? 
Participants 
School Database Demographics.  Data on student academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement was pulled directly from Infinite Campus, the school’s Student Information System 
(SIS).  For each student, their cohort was recorded, along with demographic and descriptive 
information about them.  Data beginning from the 2012-2013 school year was available to the 
researcher.  Active professional development on the academy model occurred during the 2017-
2018 school year, which is treated as a transitional year, with the freshman academy officially 
beginning for the start of the 2018-2019 school year.     
 Freshman cohort sizes increased from the 2012-2013 school year, where 542 freshman 
students were recorded, to the 2019-2020 school year, which was comprised of 750 students.  
The single largest freshman academy enrollment was in the 2017-2018 school year, in which 
there were 784 students.  Table 4.1 shows gender distributions for eight ninth-grade cohorts, 
Table 4.2 displays special education designation, Table 4.3 displays socioeconomic indicator of 
free or reduced-price lunch status versus non-free or reduced lunch status, and Table 4.4 shows 
English language learner status.  Over the eight year time span represented in these tables, the 
student body trended larger and more linguistically diverse.  In 2012-2013, only 1.1% of students 
were English language learners; by the 2019-2020 school year, 9.3% of ninth-grade students 
were designated as English language learners.   
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Table 4.1 
Gender Frequencies for Shakopee Data 
Cohort Gender N Percent 
2012-2013    
 Male 280 51.7% 
 Female 262 48.3% 
 Total 542  
    
2013-2014    
 Male 337 50.7% 
 Female 328 49.3% 
 Total 665  
    
2014-2015    
 Male 316 48.1% 
 Female 341 51.9% 
 Total 657  
    
2015-2016    
 Male 301 45.9% 
 Female 355 54.1% 
 Total 656  
    
2016-2017    
 Male 322 49.9% 
 Female 323 50.1% 
 Total 645  
    
2017-2018    
 Male 378 48.2% 
 Female 406 51.8% 
 Total 784  
    
2018-2019    
 Male 332 46.7% 
 Female 379 53.3% 
 Total 711  
    
2019-2020    
 Male 364 48.5% 
 Female 386 51.5% 
 Total 750  
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Table 4.2 
Special Education Frequencies for Shakopee Data 
Cohort Curricular Designation N Percent 
2012-2013    
 Special Education 89 16.4% 
 General Education 453 83.6% 
 Total 542  
    
2013-2014    
 Special Education 103 15.5% 
 General Education 562 84.5% 
 Total 665  
    
2014-2015    
 Special Education 107 16.3% 
 General Education 550 83.7% 
 Total 657  
    
2015-2016    
 Special Education 88 13.4% 
 General Education 568 86.6% 
 Total 656  
    
2016-2017    
 Special Education 79 12.2% 
 General Education 566 87.8% 
 Total 645  
    
2017-2018    
 Special Education 113 14.4% 
 General Education 671 85.6% 
 Total 784  
    
2018-2019    
 Special Education 91 12.8% 
 General Education 620 87.2% 
 Total 711  
    
2019-2020    
 Special Education 90 12.0% 
 General Education 660 88.0% 
 Total 750  
 
THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 56 
Table 4.3 
Socioeconomic Status Frequencies for Shakopee Data 
Cohort Socioeconomic Designation N Percent 
2012-2013    
 Free/Reduced Lunch 140 25.8% 
 Full Price Lunch 402 74.2% 
 Total 542  
    
2013-2014    
 Free/Reduced Lunch 258 38.8% 
 Full Price Lunch 407 61.2% 
 Total 665  
    
2014-2015    
 Free/Reduced Lunch 213 32.4% 
 Full Price Lunch 444 67.6% 
 Total 657  
    
2015-2016    
 Free/Reduced Lunch 195 29.7% 
 Full Price Lunch 461 70.3% 
 Total 656  
    
2016-2017    
 Free/Reduced Lunch 139 21.6% 
 Full Price Lunch 506 78.4% 
 Total 645  
    
2017-2018    
 Free/Reduced Lunch 293 37.4% 
 Full Price Lunch 491 62.6% 
 Total 784  
    
2018-2019    
 Free/Reduced Lunch 232 32.6% 
 Full Price Lunch 479 67.4% 
 Total 711  
    
2019-2020    
 Free/Reduced Lunch 244 32.5% 
 Full Price Lunch 506 67.5% 
 Total 750  
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Table 4.4 
Language Learning Status Frequencies for Shakopee Data 
Cohort Primary Language Status N Percent 
2012-2013    
 English Language Learner 6 1.1% 
 Non-English Language Learner 536 98.9% 
 Total 542  
    
2013-2014    
 English Language Learner 12 1.8% 
 Non-English Language Learner 653 98.2% 
 Total 665  
    
2014-2015    
 English Language Learner 17 2.6% 
 Non-English Language Learner 640 97.4% 
 Total 657  
    
2015-2016    
 English Language Learner 33 5.0% 
 Non-English Language Learner 623 95.0% 
 Total 656  
    
2016-2017    
 English Language Learner 29 4.5% 
 Non-English Language Learner 616 95.5% 
 Total 645  
    
2017-2018    
 English Language Learner 46 5.9% 
 Non-English Language Learner 738 94.1% 
 Total 784  
    
2018-2019    
 English Language Learner 42 5.9% 
 Non-English Language Learner 669 94.1% 
 Total 711  
    
2019-2020    
 English Language Learner 70 9.3% 
 Non-English Language Learner 680 90.7% 
 Total 750  
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Minnesota Student Survey Demographics.  As discussed extensively in Chapter 3 as 
part of the instrumentation, the Minnesota Student Survey (MSS) is a state-wide, triennial 
survey.  The survey is anonymous, with students able to decline, and conducted to gain insights 
into students and their experiences with a wide variety of topics- from mental to physical health, 
extracurricular participation and family structure and supports, to attitudes and feelings around 
school.  If students take the survey, they may skip any question or stop at any point.  No names 
or identifying code numbers are collected and survey answers cannot be traced to an individual.  
As such, the Minnesota Student Survey results, used to measure emotional connectedness, 
cannot connect to students’ academic and behavioral results, which utilize the school’s Student 
Information System.  MSS data were examined for the 2016 and 2019 survey administration 
years, as it correlated to the pre- and post- freshman academy respectively.  Thus, these measures 
of emotional engagement operated as a stand-alone measure for data analysis and were not able 
to be linked to student-level data from Infinite Campus.    
 School Level.  In the 2016 survey, a total of 563 students participated in the MSS survey.  
Of those students, all 563 identified their gender, 546 (96.9%) identified if they received special 
education services as part of an individual education plan (IEP), and 559 (99.3%) identified 
whether they currently received free or reduced-price lunch at school.   
 In the 2019 survey, 585 students participated.  This difference is due to growth in the 
school, and thus, a slightly larger cohort of students exists in the post-academy implementation 
data.  Again, high levels of demographic information were reported, as 582 (99.5%) students 
provided gender information, 580 (99.1%) students identified if they received special education 
services as part of an individual education plan (IEP) and 582 (99.5%) identified whether they 
currently received free or reduced-price lunch at school.  A higher response on these items is due 
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to the new inclusion of a ‘Not sure’ option, which some students chose to select rather than 
skipping the question.  This allowed three response choices- an affirmative, a negative, and an 
unsure response- to whether students received special education services and whether students 
received free or reduced-price lunch.   
 Table 4.5 displays gender frequencies for the 2016 and 2019 survey years.  Table 4.6 
displays students’ curricular designation as Special Education (i.e., receiving special education 
services as part of an IEP) or general education (i.e., those not receiving services as part of an 
IEP).  To be noted is the introduction of a ‘Not sure’ response choice in the 2019 survey, 
allowing students to choose a response of receiving special education services, not receiving 
special education services, or choosing the new ‘Not sure’ option if students were uncertain of 
these services and whether they received them. Lastly, Table 4.7 displays an indicator of 
socioeconomic status- whether students receive free or reduced-price lunch or not.  For each 
demographic variable, a frequency of responses in the category (N) is given.  Percent is based on 
the response in each category per total number of students in the survey year.  Valid percent is 
calculated as the number of responses per category per number of students who responded to the 
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Table 4.5 
Gender Frequencies for MSS School-Level Responses 
Year Gender N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Male 300 53.3% 53.3% 
 Female 263 46.7% 46.7% 
 Missing 0 0%  
 Total 563   
     
2019     
 Male 334 57.l% 57.4% 
 Female 248 42.4% 42.6% 
 Missing 3 0.5%  
 Total 585   
 
Table 4.6 
Special Education Frequencies for MSS School-Level Responses 
Year Curricular 
Designation 
N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Special Education 53 9.4% 9.7% 
 General Education 493 87.6% 90.3% 
 Missing 17 3%  
 Total 563   
     
2019     
 Special Education 70 12% 12.1% 
 General Education 435 74.4% 75% 
 Not Sure 75 12.8% 12.9% 
 Missing 5 0.9%  
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Table 4.7 
Socioeconomic Status Frequencies for MSS School-Level Responses 
Year Socioeconomic 
Designation 
N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Free/Reduced Lunch 163 29% 29.2% 
 Full price Lunch 396 70.3% 70.8% 
 Missing 4 0.7%  
 Total 563   
     
2019     
 Free/Reduced Lunch 123 21% 21.1% 
 Full price Lunch 410 70.1% 70.4% 
 Not Sure 49 8.4% 8.4% 
 Missing 3 0.5%  
 Total 585   
 
County Level.  In addition to data related to the school in which the freshman academy 
was implemented, the researcher also examined survey responses from the county in which the 
school was located, in order to gain a larger context of the regional educational experience. 
Questions remained identically worded in county-level survey data and 1,661 students 
participated in the 2016 administration of the Minnesota Student Survey.  Of those students, all 
1,661 identified their gender, 1,622 (97.7%) identified if they received special education services 
as part of an individual education plan (IEP), and 1,649 (99.3%) identified whether they 
currently received free or reduced-price lunch at school.   
 In the 2019 survey 1,743 students participated.  1,738 (99.7%) students provided gender 
information, 1,729 (99.2%) students identified if they received special education services as part 
of an individual education plan (IEP) and 1,738 (99.7%) students identified whether they 
currently received free or reduced-price lunch at school.  As in the school-level, the 2019 data 
reflects a higher response on curricular designation and free or reduced-price lunch due to the 
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new inclusion of a ‘Not sure’ option, which some students chose to select rather than skipping 
the question, as they did in the 2016 data collection cycle.   
 Tables 4.8 displays gender frequencies for the 2016 and 2019 survey years respectively.  
Table 4.9 displays students’ designation as Special Education (i.e., receiving special education 
services as part of an IEP) or general education (i.e., those not receiving services as part of an 
IEP).  Note the introduction of a ‘Not sure’ response choice in the 2019 survey, as also seen in 
the school-level data.  Lastly, Table 4.10 displays an indicator of socioeconomic status, whether 
students receive free or reduced-price lunch or not.   
Table 4.8 
Gender Frequencies for MSS County-Level Responses 
Year Gender N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Male 877 52.8% 52.8% 
 Female 784 47.2% 47.2% 
 Missing 0 0%  
 Total 1661   
     
2019     
 Male 906 52% 52.1% 
 Female 832 47.7% 47.9% 
 Missing 5 0.3%  
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Table 4.9 
Special Education Frequencies for MSS County-Level Responses 
Year Curricular 
Designation 
N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Special Education 172 10.4% 10.6% 
 General Education 1450 87.3% 89.4% 
 Missing 39 2.3%  
 Total 1661   
     
2019     
 Special Education 177 10.2% 10.2% 
 General Education 1193 68.4% 69% 
 Not Sure 359 20.6% 20.8% 
 Missing 14 0.8%  
 Total 1743   
 
Table 4.10 
Socioeconomic Status Frequencies for MSS County-Level Responses 
Year Socioeconomic 
Designation 
N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Free/Reduced Lunch 291 17.5% 17.6% 
 Full price Lunch 1358 81.8% 82.4% 
 Missing 12 0.7%  
 Total 1661   
     
2019     
 Free/Reduced Lunch 241 13.8% 13.9% 
 Full price Lunch 1305 74.9% 75.1% 
 Not Sure 192 11% 11% 
 Missing 5 0.3%  
 Total 1743   
 
State Level.  Lastly, the researcher chose to examine survey responses for all ninth-
graders in the state.  45,309 students participated in the 2016 administration of the Minnesota 
Student Survey.  Of those students, 45,175 (99.7%) identified their gender, 43,848 (96.8%) 
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identified if they received special education services as part of an individual education plan 
(IEP), and 44,758 (98.8%) identified whether they currently received free or reduced-price lunch 
at school.   
 In the 2019 survey 45,232 students participated.  45,124 (99.8%) students provided 
gender information, 44,826 (99.1%) students identified if they received special education 
services as part of an individual education plan (IEP) and 44,428 (98.2%) students identified 
whether they currently received free or reduced-price lunch at school.   
 Table 4.11 displays gender frequencies for the 2016 and 2019 survey years.  Table 4.12 
displays students’ designation as special education (i.e., receiving special education services as 
part of an IEP) or general education (i.e., those not receiving services as part of an IEP).  Lastly, 
Table 4.13 displays an indicator of socioeconomic status- whether students receive free or 
reduced-price lunch or did not qualify for free or reduced-priced lunch.   
Table 4.11 
Gender Frequencies for MSS State-Level Responses 
Year Gender N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Male 22829 50.4% 50.5% 
 Female 22346 49.3% 49.5% 
 Missing 134 0.3%  
 Total 45309   
     
2019     
 Male 22414 49.6%  49.7% 
 Female 22710 50.2% 50.3% 
 Missing 108 0.2 %  
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Table 4.12 
Special Education Designation Frequencies for MSS State-Level Responses 
Year Curricular 
Designation 
N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Special Education 4750 10.5% 10.8% 
 General Education 39098 86.3% 89.2% 
 Missing 1461 3.2%  
 Total 45309   
     
2019     
 Special Education 4498 9.9% 10% 
 General Education 30059 66.5% 67.1% 
 Not Sure 10269 22.7% 22.9% 
 Missing 406 0.9%  
 Total 45232   
 
Table 4.13 
Socioeconomic Status Frequencies for MSS State-Level Responses 
Year Socioeconomic 
Designation 
N Percent Valid Percent 
2016     
 Free/Reduced Lunch 12737 28.1% 28.5% 
 Full price Lunch 32031 70.7% 71.5% 
 Missing 541 1.2%  
 Total 45309   
     
2019     
 Free/Reduced Lunch 10744 23.8% 24.2% 
 Full price Lunch 28176 62.3% 63.4% 
 Not Sure 5508 12.2% 12.4% 
 Missing 804 1.8%  
 Total 45232   
 
 
 Comparing these demographic frequencies between levels, one can see that the school is 
very comparable in all measures to the state level.  The county level showed similar levels of 
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special education students but showed much lower frequency of students receiving free or 
reduced-price lunch, indicating that it is a higher socioeconomic status area.  
 The following section provides analysis of the data and results that were used to 
determine what overall impact a freshman academy transition program implemented at Shakopee 
High School had on students’ academic achievement, behavioral engagement, and emotional 
engagement.  Seven research questions served as a guide for completing this analysis, and results 
are organized by research question.   
Research Question 1: What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student 
academic achievement, as measured by GPA and credits earned? 
 In order to examine the impact of the freshman academy implementation on students’ 
academic achievement, the researcher examined data over a five-year period.  Students’ GPA 
scores and on-track-to-graduate ratio were combined to form an academic achievement 
composite score.  This composite score was created by adding a students’ grade point average 
and credit attainment ratio, given as the number of credits attained during ninth grade divided the 
number of credits required to remain on-track to graduate.  Mathematically, the composite score 
can be found by: 
!"#	 +	 &'()*+	,-	.+*/012	*3+4*/	04	4041ℎ	6+3/*	7*3+&'()*+	,-	.+*/12	4**/*/	1,	+*(304	,4	1+3.8	1,	6+3/'31* = 	#.3/*(0.	:,(;,201* 
 Due to scheduling and graduation requirements, it was possible for students to earn more 
a credit ratio higher than 1.  Pre-freshman academy, which examined the 2015-2016 and 2016-
2017 school years, the academic composite scores showed a mean value of 3.85 (SD = .03) and a 
median of 4.06.  The minimum academic composite score during the pre-freshman academy 
administration was 0.2 and the maximum score was 5.44.  For students post-freshman academy, 
which included the 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 school years, the mean academic score was 3.85 
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(SD = .03) and median score was 4.17.  The minimum academic composite score for students 
post-freshman academy was 0, with the maximum academic composite score again being 5.44.   
As mentioned earlier, the first two school years of data (i.e., 2015-2016 and 2016-2017) 
were used as the pre-freshman academy group.  Data from the 2017-2018 school year were 
excluded to reduce a threat to the internal validity of the study, as the year was a transition period 
in the implementation of the freshman academy.  Data from the 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 
school year were used as the post-freshman academy implementation group.  Table 4.14 shows 
mean academic composite scores for the pre- and post-freshman academy groups, further 
subdivided by school year. Academic composite scores from the 2016-2017 school year and 
beyond show annual improvement. 
Table 4.14 
Comparison of Mean Academic Achievement Composite Scores Pre- and Post-Freshman 
Academy 
Group N M SD 
Pre-Freshman Academy    
2015-2016 647 3.925 .911 
2016-2017 639 3.785 1.017 
Total 1290 3.850 .971 
    
Post-Freshman Academy    
2018-2019 688 3.802 1.116 
2019-2020 742 3.986 1.199 
Total 1473 3.848 1.200 
Note.  Academic composite score was formed by adding a student’s GPA with their on-track to 
graduate ratio (no. of credits earned/ no. of credits required).  Maximum academic composite 
score was 5.44; minimum composite score was 0.   
  
The non-parametric Welch t-test was conducted to determine if there were differences in 
academic achievement composite scores between students pre- and post- freshman academy 
implementation.  A Welch t-test was chosen by the researcher due to the assumption of 
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homogeneity of variances being violated, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances 
(p < .001).  Outliers in the data were verified to be accurate student data, and as such were 
retained in the analysis.  Data were assessed to be reasonably normal via visual inspection of a 
Q-Q plot.   
Academic achievement scores were slightly lower in the post-freshman academy 
implementation (M = 3.85, SD = 1.20) than pre-freshman academy implementation group (M = 
3.85,  SD = .97), which was not a statistically significant difference, MD = -.002, 95% CI [-.084, 
.079], t(2744.126)= -.059, p = .952.  However, within the post-freshman academy group, scores 
increased between the 2018-2019 school year (M = 3.80, SD = 1.12) and 2019-2020 school year 
(M = 3.99, SD = 1.2), a statistically significant increase, t(1428) = 2.99,  p = .003, d = .16.  
Research Question 2: What is the impact of a freshman academy model on behavioral 
engagement, as measured by behavior referrals and attendance? 
 Behavioral engagement, as measured by a composite score combining behavior referrals 
and attendance, were examined pre- and post-freshman academy implementation.  Behavioral 
composite score was created by adding a students’ attendance rate, calculated as their average 
daily attendance divided by average daily membership days, and a term of 1 minus the number 
of behavior referrals a student accumulated in ninth-grade. 
!"ℎ$%&'($)	+,-$-".",/ = 1%-. 3$&)4	$//",3$,5"1%-. 3$&)4	.".6"(7ℎ&8 + (1 − =>.6"(	'?	6"ℎ$%&'(	("?"(($)7) 
Thus, a larger composite score represents a more behaviorally engaged student and is a more 
desirable outcome.  A student with perfect attendance and no behavior referrals could have a 
maximum score of 2; the lower the behavior engagement score, the less behaviorally engaged the 
student is.   
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Pre-freshman academy, which examined the 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 school years, the 
behavioral engagement composite scores showed a mean value of 1.04 (SD = .08) and a median 
of 1.96.  The minimum behavioral engagement composite score during the pre-freshman 
academy administration was -26.24 and the maximum score was 2.  For students post-freshman 
academy, which included the 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 school years, the mean behavioral 
engagement score was 1.59 (SD = .03) and median score was 1.97.  The minimum behavioral 
engagement composite score for students post-freshman academy was -16.31, with the maximum 
academic composite score again being 2.   
Table 4.15 shows mean behavioral engagement composite scores for the pre- and post-
freshman academy groups, further subdivided by school year.  Behavioral engagement showed 
annual improvement.  In the 2015-2016 school year, mean behavioral engagement composite 
score was 1.04 (SD = 3.03).  By the 2019-2020 school year, mean behavioral engagement 
composite score increased to 1.68 (SD = .89).   
Table 4.15 
Comparison of Mean Behavioral Engagement Composite Scores Pre- and Post-Freshman 
Academy 
Group N M SD 
Pre-Freshman Academy    
2015-2016 656 1.038 3.028 
2016-2017 645 1.042 3.027 
Total 1305 1.032 3.028 
    
Post-Freshman Academy    
2018-2019 711 1.592 1.305 
2019-2020 750 1.680 .888 
Total 1506 1.596 1.246 
 
Note.  Behavioral engagement composite score was formed by: !"!!"# +	(1 −
	4,. )*ℎ3@0,+	+*-*++3A2).  Maximum behavioral engagement score was 2 and minimum observed 
behavioral engagement was -26.24.   
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The Welch t-test was chosen by the researcher to compare behavioral engagement 
composite score pre- and post-freshman academy due to the assumption of homogeneity of 
variances being violated, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances (p < .001).  
Outliers in the data were verified to be accurate student data, and as such were retained in the 
analysis.  Data were assessed to be reasonably normal via visual inspection of a Q-Q plot.  
Behavioral engagement scores were lower in the pre-freshman academy implementation (M = 
1.03, SD = 3.03) than the post-freshman academy implementation group (M = 1.3,  SD = 1.25), a 
statistically significant result, MD = .564, 95% CI [.397, .732], t(1683.433)= 6.287, p < .001, d = 
.24.   
Research Question 3: What impact does a freshman academy have on emotional indicators 
of students’ connectedness and positive future outlook, as determined by MN Student 
Survey? 
Emotional Engagement Composite Score.  To determine what impact, if any, the 
freshman academy had on emotional engagement indicators, the researcher collected data from 
the Minnesota Student Survey’s 2016 and 2019 administration.  The researcher began analysis at 
the largest schema, which was comparison of the total composite score from the 2016 
administration, prior to the freshman academy implementation, and the 2019 administration, 
post-freshman academy.  In order for students to have a composite score, they had to have 
responded to all fifteen survey items.  A list of the fifteen items examined for the composite scale 
score can be found in Appendix Two.  Based on this, there were 497 students with composite 
scores from the 2016 survey and 508 student composite scores from the 2019 survey.   
 Data were examined for outliers and none were present.  The composite scores in both 
test administrations showed a normal distribution of composite scores.  Composite scores for the 
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pre-academy implementation showed a skewness of -.195 (SE = .110) and a kurtosis of -.110 (SE 
= .219).  Composite scores for the post-academy implementation showed a skewness of -.057 
(SE = .108) and a kurtosis of -.309 (SE = .216).  A Normal Q-Q plot and histogram with an 
overlaid normal curve was used to visually assess the distribution.   
 The independent samples t-test was run using a 95% confidence interval.  The SPSS 
descriptive statistics indicated that the overall composite score was slightly lower for the post-
freshman academy administration (M = 28.85, SD = 7.798) than the pre-freshman academy 
administration (M = 29.17, SD = 8.236).  After running Levene’s test for equality of variances, 
the researcher determined that there was a homogeneity of variances (p = .252) for the overall 
composite score between both the pre-freshman academy implementation and post-freshman 
academy implementation groups.  Given the relatively similar sample sizes of the groups (i.e., N 
= 497 and N = 508 for the pre and post groups, respectively), and the assumptions of normality 
and equal variances were met, the researcher determined it appropriate to analyze the composite 
score through use of an independent samples (student) t-test.     
 Results indicate that the mean difference between the groups in overall mean composite 
score for the pre-freshman academy survey administration was M = .3148, 95% CI [-.67792 to 
1.30729] higher than the post-freshman academy survey implementation.  The difference in these 
means was not statistically significant between the two survey administrations, t(1003)= .622, p 
= .534.   
Scale Scores.  In order to capture a more detailed and nuanced view of students’ 
opinions, specific to individual components of the emotional engagement construct, the 
researcher analyzed individual component scales to determine if the freshman academy 
implementation had an effect on each of the categorical components of emotional engagement.  
THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 72 
Six component scales were analyzed, which were: educational engagement, connectedness with 
adults, connectedness with the community, connectedness with school, future outlook and 
positive view of self.   Chapter 3 details the creation of each of the six construct component 
scales, as well as the alignment between survey questions and component scale scores.  Four 
survey questions were used to create the educational engagement scale, with a total maximum 
score of 12.  Two survey questions were combined for the adult connectedness score, for a total 
maximum score of 6 points.  Community connectedness was measured with one question, with a 
total maximum score of 4.  School connectedness, measured with three survey items, had a 
maximum score of 10.  Future outlook had a maximum score of 9 points, as measured by 3 
survey items.  Lastly, the self-view component score was measured by two survey items, for a 
maximum score of 6 points.  To view the alignment between the construct component scores and 
the specific survey items used to measure the construct, refer to Table 3.2.  For each of the scale 
scores, the researcher completed a visual inspection of Normal Q-Q plots and histograms with 
normal distributions and determined that the scores did not show uniform normal distributions 
and displayed a slight skewness for all survey administrations and scales.   
 The number of individual responses in each scale slightly varied, as students were 
allowed to skip items.  If a student skipped an individual item that was used in a component scale 
score, then their response was excluded for the scale.  Table 4.16 provides an overview of the 
number of scale scores examined, the means and standard deviations between each of the two 
groups, the 2016 survey administration (i.e., pre-freshman academy) and the 2019 survey 
administration (i.e., post-freshman academy).  
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Table 4.16 
School-Level Comparison of Means by Survey Administration Year for Component Scales  
Component Scale 2016 Administration (pre)  2019 Administration (post) 
 N M SD  N M SD 
Educational Engagement 552 8.60 1.957  566 8.42 1.806 
        
Adult Connectedness 548 3.59 1.39  560 3.66 1.365 
        
Community Connectedness 525 1.78 1.301  542 1.96 1.234 
        
School Connectedness 518 5.71 2.292  534 5.68 2.298 
        
Future Outlook 511 5.68 2.245  531 5.59 2.097 
        
Self-View 514 3.52 1.762  534 3.54 1.641 
Note: Educational engagement maximum score was 12 points; adult connectedness maximum 
score was 6 points; community connectedness maximum score was 4 points; school 
connectedness maximum score was 10 points; future outlook maximum score was 9 points and 
self-view maximum score was 6 points.   
 
Adult connectedness, community connectedness, and self-view showed higher mean 
scores in the 2019 survey administration than the 2016 survey administration.  Educational 
engagement, school connectedness, and future outlook were slightly lower in the 2019 survey 
administration than the 2016.  Homogeneity of variances for scale scores was not met on all 
items, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances.  Table 4.17 displays Levene’s 
significance levels for component scale scores. As there was heterogeneity of variance, the 
Welch t-test was used to determine statistical significance.   
Welch’s t-test is more robust than the independent t-test and can be used in skewed 
distributions and large sample sizes when unequal variances or sample sizes are present.  Table 
4.18 displays results of the Welch t-test for comparison of the mean component scale scores.  
Results of the Welch t-test indicated that only the community connectedness measure showed 
statistical significance in mean difference, t(1057.33)= -2.32, p = .02, d = .14.   
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Table 4.17 
Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances for School-Level Component Scales between Pre- and 
Post- Freshman Academy 
Component Scale p Homogeneity of Variance 
Educational Engagement .059 Met 
   
Adult Connectedness .420 Met 
   
Community Connectedness .007 Not Met 
   
School Connectedness .852 Met 
   
Future Outlook .084 Met 
   
Self-View .021 Not Met 
 
Table 4.18 
Welch t-test Results for School-Level Component Scale Scores between Pre- and Post- Freshman 
Academy 
     95% C.I. 
Component Scale t df p MD Lower Upper 
Educational Engagement 1.653 1103.839 .099 .186 -.03489 .40740 
       
Adult Connectedness -.818 1104.285 .414 -.068 -.23017 .09472 
       
Community Connectedness -2.321 1057.328 .020* -.180 -.33265 -.02784 
       
School Connectedness .243 1049.183 .808 .034 -.24334 .31213 
       
Future Outlook .679 1028.399 .497 .091 -.17280 .35578 
       
Self-View -.172 1033.677 .864 -.018 -.22462 .18848 
Note.  Community connectedness was the only measure statistically significantly different, p < 
.05, between pre- and post-freshman academy administration, denoted by *.    
  
County-Level Findings.  Seeking to gather a broader understanding and context of 
students’ self-reported results on the Minnesota Student Survey administrations for the 2016 and 
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2019 years, the researcher was able to evaluate county data for the county in which the study 
high school was located as well as state results.  These findings are important, as schools are not 
isolated from the various regional and state-wide events and influences and results should be 
analyzed within the wider context in order to construct comprehensive meaning.   
County Level Emotional Engagement Composite Score.  Similar to the process 
undertaken with the school-level data, the researcher first analyzed emotional engagement 
composite scores for the 2016 administration and the 2019 administration to determine if there 
was a significant difference in the composite scores at the county level between the survey 
administration years.  In order for students to have a composite score, they had to have 
responded to all fifteen survey items.  Based on this, there were 1,533 students from the 2016 
survey and 1,577 students from the 2019 survey.   
Data were examined for outliers and none were present.  The composite scores in both 
test administrations showed a normal distribution of composite scores.  Composite scores for the 
2016 survey administration showed a skewness of -.38 (SE = .06) and a kurtosis of -.04 (SE = 
.13).  Composite scores for the 2019 survey administration showed a skewness of -.11 (SE = .06) 
and a kurtosis of -.41 (SE = .12).  A Normal Q-Q plot and histogram with an overlaid normal 
curve was used to visually assess the distribution.  After running Levene’s test for equality of 
variances, the researcher determined that there was not a homogeneity of variances (p = .05) for 
the overall composite score between the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations.  With the large 
sample size and relatively equal numbers, an independent samples t-test was deemed appropriate, 
even with a small amount of heterogeneity in variance.     
The independent samples t-test was run using a 95% confidence interval.  The 2016 
survey administration (M = 30.37, SD = 8.38) was MD = .99, 95% CI [-.42 to 1.56] higher than 
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the 2019 survey administration (M = 29.38, SD = 7.85), a statistically significant difference, 
t(3108)= 3.4, p = .001, d = .12.   
County-Level Scale Scores. 
 Again, just as the school-level data were examined, the researcher analyzed individual 
categorical scales at the county level to determine if there were significant differences in 
component scales between 2016 and 2019.  Component scales analyzed were educational 
engagement, connectedness with adults, connectedness with the community, connectedness with 
school, future outlook and self-view.  Details on the alignment of each survey item with a 
component scale can be found in the instrumentation section of Chapter 3. 
 For each of the scale scores, the researcher completed a visual inspection of Normal Q-Q 
plots and histograms with normal distributions and determined that the scores did not show 
uniform normal distributions and displayed a slight skewness for all survey administrations and 
scales.  Table 4.19 provides skewness and kurtosis measures for construct component scales in 
both the 2016 and 2019  administrations.   
The number of individual responses in each scale slightly varied, as students were 
allowed to skip items.  If a student skipped an individual item that was used in a component scale 
score, then their data were excluded for the scale.  Table 4.20 provides an overview of the 
number of student responses examined, the means, and standard deviations between each of the 





THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 77 
Table 4.19 
County Level Skewness and Kurtosis by Scale Item and Survey Year 
Component Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
Educational Engagement     
2016 -.725 (.060) -12.083 .885 (.121) 7.314 
2019 -.390 (.059) -6.610 .629 (.118) 5.331 
     
Connectedness with Adults     
2016 -.540 (.061) -8.852 .325 (.121) 2.686 
2019 -.472 (.059) -8.000 .514 (.118) 4.356 
     
Connectedness with Community     
2016 -.039 (.061) -.639 -1.081 (.122) -8.861 
2019 -.104 (.060) -1.733 -.843 (.120) -7.025 
     
Connectedness with School     
2016 -.350 (.061) -5.738 -.313 (.123) -2.545 
2019 -.308 (.060) -5.133 -.172 (.120) -1.433 
     
Future Outlook     
2016 -.386 (.062) -6.226 -.410 (.124) -3.306 
2019 -.158 (.061) -2.951 -.617 (.121) -5.099 
     
Self-View     
2016  -.363 (.062) -5.855 -.719 (.123) -5.846 
2019 -.272 (.061) -4.459 -.685 (.121) -5.661 
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Table 4.20 
Comparison of Means by Survey Administration Year for County-Level Component Scales 
Component 2016 Administration  2019 Administration 
 N M SD  N M SD 
Educational Engagement 1,639 8.83 1.919  1,711 8.39 1.794 
        
Adult Connectedness 1,634 3.83 1.396  1,705 3.77 1.313 
        
Community Connectedness 1,596 2.02 1.313  1,662 2.08 1.206 
        
School Connectedness 1,585 5.95 2.361  1,649 5.90 2.194 
        
Future Outlook 1,557 5.89 2.249  1,622 5.61 2.191 
        
Self-View 1,571 3.72 1.709  1,629 3.57 1.666 
 
Community connectedness was the only component scale which showed a higher mean 
score in the 2019 survey administration than the 2016 survey administration.  Educational 
engagement, adult connectedness, school connectedness, future outlook, and self-view were 
slightly lower in the 2019 survey administration than the 2016.  There was not a homogeneity of 
variances for all scale scores, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances.  Table 4.21 
displays Levene’s significance levels for component scale scores. As there was heterogeneity of 
variance, the Welch t-test was used to determine statistical significance.   
Table 4.22 displays results of the Welch t-test for comparison of the mean component 
scale scores with county data.  Results of the Welch t-test indicated that the component scale 
measures of educational engagement (p < .001, d = .24), future outlook (p < .001, d = .13) and 
self-view (p = .009, d = .09) showed statistical significance in mean difference results between 
the 2016 and 2019 surveys.   
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Table 4.21 
Levene’s Test for Equality of Variances Significance Scores for County-Level Component Scores 
Component  p Homogeneity of Variance 
Educational Engagement .099 Met 
   
Adult Connectedness .037 Not Met 
   
Community Connectedness .0001 Not Met 
   
School Connectedness .005 Not Met 
   
Future Outlook .592 Met 
   
Self-View .328 Met 
 
Table 4.22 
Welch t-test County-Level Results for Component Scales between 2016 and 2019 Survey 
Administrations 
Component     95% C.I. 
 t df p MD Lower Upper 
Educational Engagement 6.839 3307.864 <.001* .439 .31344 .56538 
       
Adult Connectedness 1.285 3301.325 .199 .060 -.03174 .15237 
       
Community 
Connectedness 
-1.565 3205.806 .118 -.069 -.15587 .01747 
       
School Connectedness .642 3191.490 .521 .052 -.10577 .20888 
       
Future Outlook 3.504 3162.949 <.001* .276 .12157 .43056 
       
Self-View 2.633 3185.635 .009* .157 .04010 .27417 
Note.  Statistically significant results are denoted by * and utilize p < .05. 
 
As shown in Table 4.22, no significant differences were found in adult connectedness, 
community connectedness or school connectedness scores.  Educational engagement, future 
outlook, and self-view scores’ means showed statistical significance in their differences.  
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State-Level Findings. 
State-Level Emotional Engagement Composite Score.  As with school and county level 
data, the researcher first analyzed composite scores for the 2016 administration and the 2019 
administration to determine if a significant difference in the mean composite score existed.  In 
order for students to have a composite score, they had to have responded to all fifteen survey 
items.  Based on this, there were 41,047 student scores from the 2016 survey and 38,416 student 
scores from the 2019 survey.   
 Data were examined for outliers and none were present.  The composite scores in both 
test administrations showed a normal distribution of composite scores.  Composite scores for the 
2016 survey administration showed a skewness of -.32 (SE = .012) and a kurtosis of -.12 (SE = 
.02).  Composite scores for the 2019 survey administration showed a skewness of -.19 (SE = .01) 
and a kurtosis of -.16 (SE = .03).  A Normal Q-Q plot and histogram with an overlaid normal 
curve was used to visually assess the distribution.  After running Levene’s test for equality of 
variances, the researcher determined that there was not a homogeneity of variances (p = .006) for 
the overall composite score between the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations.  With the large 
sample size and relatively equal numbers, an independent samples t-test was deemed appropriate, 
even with a small amount of heterogeneity in variance.   
 The independent samples t-test was run using a 95% confidence interval.  The SPSS 
descriptive statistics indicated that the overall emotional engagement composite score was 
slightly higher for the 2016 survey administration (M = 31.2, SD =7.84) than the 2019 survey 
administration (M = 29.7, SD = 7.73), a mean difference of 1.56, 95% CI [1.45 to 1.67] points, 
t(79461)=28.18, p < .001, d = .20.   
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State-Level Scale Scores.  Lastly, as with school and county data, the researcher analyzed 
individual component scales at the state level to determine if there were significant differences in 
between 2016 and 2019.  Component scales analyzed were educational engagement, 
connectedness with adults, connectedness with the community, connectedness with school, 
future outlook and positive view of self.  For each of the scale scores, the researcher completed a 
visual inspection of Normal Q-Q plots and histograms with normal distributions and determined 
that the scores did not show uniform normal distributions and displayed a slight skewness for all 
survey administrations and scales.  Table 4.23 provides skewness and kurtosis measures for 
construct component scales in both the 2016 and 2019  administrations.   
Table 4.23 
State Level Skewness and Kurtosis by Scale Item and Survey Year 
Component Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
Educational Engagement     
2016 -.659 (.012) -54.917 .674 (.024) 28.083 
2019 -.469 (.012) -39.083 .355 (.025) 14.2 
     
Connectedness with Adults     
2016 -.557 (.012) -46.417 .607 (.024) 25.292 
2019 -.476 (.012) -39.6676 .541 (.025) 21.64 
     
Connectedness with Community     
2016 -.129 (.012) -10.75 -.983 (.024) -40.958 
2019 -.087 (.012) -7.25 -.903 (.025) -36.12 
     
Connectedness with School     
2016 -.388 (.012) -32.333 -.090 (.024) -3.75 
2019 -.346 (.012) -28.833 -.026 (.025) -1.04 
     
Future Outlook     
2016 -.412 (.012) -34.333 -.374 (.024) -15.583 
2019 -.221 (.012) -18.417 -.471 (.025) -18.84 
     
Self-View     
2016  -.422 (.012) -35.167 -.619 (.024) -25.792 
2019 -.240 (.012) -20 -.696 (.025) -27.84 
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
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The number of individual responses in each scale slightly varied, as students were 
allowed to skip items.  If a student skipped an individual item that was used in a component scale 
score, then their data were excluded for the scale.  Table 4.24 provides an overview of the 
number of student scores examined, the means, and standard deviations between each of the two 
groups- the 2016 survey administration and the 2019 survey administration. 
Table 4.24 
Comparison of State-Level Means by Survey Administration Year for Component Scores  
Component 2016 Administration  2019 Administration 
 N M SD  N M SD 
Educational Engagement 44,559 8.97 1.803  43,633 8.60 1.803 
        
Adult Connectedness 44,332 3.98 1.301  43,883 3.76 1.317 
        
Community Connectedness 43,371 2.12 1.27  41,550 2.08 1.231 
        
School Connectedness 42,787 6.23 2.208  41,047 6.02 2.15 
        
Future Outlook 43,323 6.02 2.138  40,076 5.58 2.177 
        
Self-View 42,620 3.78 1.674  40,223 3.50 1.665 
 
Every state component scale score was lower in the 2019 survey administration than the 
2016 survey administration.  Homogeneity of variances for scale scores was not met on any 
items, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances.  As there was heterogeneity of 
variance, the Welch t-test was used to determine statistical significance.  Table 4.25 displays 
results of the Welch t-test for comparison of the mean component scale scores with state data.  
Results of the Welch t-test indicated all component scale scores were significantly different (p < 
.001) in mean values between the 2016 and 2019 survey administration years; effect sizes were 
small for all component scores, as measured by the value of Cohen’s d.      
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Table 4.25 
Welch t-test State-Level Results for Component Scales between 2016 and 2019 Survey 
Administrations 
Component      95% C.I. 
 t df p da MD Lower Upper 
Educational 
Engagement 
30.444 88190 <.001* .205 .370 .34589 .39349 
        
Adult Connectedness 24.994 88168.369 <.001* .168 .220 .20309 .23766 
        
Community 
Connectedness 
5.339 84906.602 <.001* .032 .046 .029 .06265 
        
School Connectedness 14.212 83813.664 <.001* .095 .214 .18442 .24343 
        
Future Outlook 28.947 81967.611 <.001* .204 .435 .40593 .46489 
        
Self-View 24.213 82614.315 <.001* .168 .281 .25818 .30366 
Note.  * denotes statistically significant results, where p < .05. 
           a Cohen’s effect size given for all statistically significant results.   
 
 
Comparison of Means for School, County, and State Levels between 2016 and 2019 
Survey Administrations.  
Emotional Engagement Composite Score.  Comparison of emotional engagement 
composite scores between the 2016 and 2019 survey administration show that at all levels, the 
mean composite score decreased.  Figure 2 presents a graphical comparison of composite scores 
at all levels.  The 2016 school composite score was M =.31, 95% CI [-.68 to 1.31] higher than 
the 2019 composite score; a Welch t-test revealed that this decrease was not statistically 
significant (p = .53).  At the county level, the 2016 composite score was M = .99, 95% CI [-.42 
to 1.56] higher than the 2019 composite score; this was a statistically significant difference in 
means (p = .001, d = .12).  At the state level, the 2016 composite score was M = .99, 95% CI [-
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.42 to 1.6] higher than the 2019 composite score; this was also a statistically significant 
difference in means (p < .001, d = .20).   
 
 
Figure 1.  Comparison of mean composite scores at school, county and state level in the 2016 
and 2019 administration years.  2016 administration is the left bar in each clustered column; 
2019 administration is the right bar.   
 
Educational Engagement.  Comparison of educational engagement component scale 
scores between the 2016 and 2019 survey administration show that at all levels, the mean 
educational engagement score decreased.  Specifically striking is the decrease in mean 
educational engagement scores for the county level.  Figure 3 presents a graphical comparison of 
mean educational engagement scores at all levels.  The 2016 school education engagement score 
was M= .19, 95% CI [-.03 to .41] higher than the 2019 score; a Welch t-test revealed that this 
decrease was not statistically significant (p = .099).  At the county level, the 2016 educational 
engagement score was M = .44, 95% CI [.31 to .57] higher than the 2019 score; this was a 
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educational engagement score was M = .37, 95% CI [.35 to .39] higher than the 2019 score; this 
was also a statistically significant difference in means (p < .001, d = .21).   
 
 
Figure 2.  Comparison of mean educational engagement scores at school, county and state level 
in the 2016 and 2019 administration years.  2016 administration is the left bar in each clustered 
column; 2019 administration is the right bar.   
 
 
 Adult Connectedness.  Comparison of adult connectedness component scale scores 
between the 2016 and 2019 survey administration show that at the county and state level the 
mean educational engagement score decreased but the school saw a small increase in scale score.  
Figure 4 presents a graphical comparison of mean adult connectedness scores at all levels.  The 
2019 mean adult connectedness score was M =.07, 95% CI [-.23 to .09] higher than the 2016 
adult connectedness score; a Welch t-test revealed that this decrease was not statistically 
significant (p = .414).  At the county level, the 2016 adult connectedness score was M = .06, 95% 
CI [-.03 to .15] higher than the 2019 score; this not a statistically significant difference in means 














THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 86 
.24] higher than the 2019 score; this was a statistically significant difference in means (p < .001, 
d = .17).   
 
 
Figure 3.  Comparison of mean adult connectedness scores at school, county and state level in 
the 2016 and 2019 administration years.  2016 administration is the left bar in each clustered 
column; 2019 administration is the right bar.   
 
Community Connectedness.  Comparison of community connectedness component scale 
scores between the 2016 and 2019 survey administration show that at the school and county 
levels there was an increase in mean score, and the state level shows a small decrease.  Figure 5 
presents a graphical comparison of mean community connectedness scores at all levels.  The 
2019 school community connectedness score was M=.180, 95% CI [-.33265 to -.02784] higher 
than the 2016 composite score; a Welch t-test revealed that this increase was statistically 
significant (p = .02).  At the county level, the 2016 community connectedness score was M = .07, 
95% CI [-.16 to .02] higher than the 2019 composite score; this not a statistically significant 
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M =.05, 95% CI [.03 to .06] higher than the 2019 community connectedness score; this was a 
statistically significant difference in means (p < .001, d = .03).   
 
 
Figure 4.  Comparison of mean community connectedness scores at school, county and state 
level in the 2016 and 2019 administration years.  2016 administration is the left bar in each 
clustered column; 2019 administration is the right bar.   
 
School Connectedness.  Comparison of school connectedness component scale scores 
between the 2016 and 2019 survey administration show that at all levels a decrease in mean scale 
scores occurred.  Figure 6 presents a graphical comparison of mean school connectedness scores 
at all levels.  The 2016 school community connectedness score was M =.03, 95% CI [-.24 to .31] 
higher than the 2016 composite score; a Welch t-test revealed that this decrease was not 
statistically significant (p = .81).  At the county level, the 2016 school connectedness score was 
M = .05, 95% CI [-.11 to .21] higher than the 2019 school connectedness score; this is not a 
statistically significant difference in means (p = .52).  At the state level, the 2016 school 
connectedness score was M = .21, 95% CI [.18 to .24] higher than the 2019 school connectedness 
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Figure 5.  Comparison of mean school connectedness scores at school, county and state level in 
the 2016 and 2019 administration years.  2016 administration is the left bar in each clustered 
column; 2019 administration is the right bar.   
 
 
Future Outlook.  Comparison of the future outlook component scale scores between the 
2016 and 2019 survey administration show that at all levels a decrease in mean scale scores 
occurred.  County and state saw larger decreases than at the school level.  Figure 7 presents a 
graphical comparison of mean school connectedness scores at all levels.  The 2016 school future 
outlook score was M = .09, 95% CI [-.17 to .35] higher than the 2016 composite score; a Welch 
t-test revealed that this decrease was not statistically significant (p = .5).  At the county level, the 
2016 future outlook score was M = .28, 95% CI [.12 to .43] higher than the 2019 composite 
score; this is a statistically significant difference in means (p < .001, d = .13).  At the state level, 
the 2016 future outlook score was M = .44, 95% CI [.41 to .46] higher than the 2019 future 
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Figure 6.  Comparison of mean future outlook scores at school, county and state level in the 
2016 and 2019 administration years.  2016 administration is the left bar in each clustered 
column; 2019 administration is the right bar.   
 
 
Self-View.  Comparison of the self-view component scale scores between the 2016 and 
2019 survey administration show that the school level showed a relatively flat mean scale score, 
while the county and state saw a decrease.  The state level saw a marked decrease in this 
measure.  Figure 8 presents a graphical comparison of mean school connectedness scores at all 
levels.  The 2019 school self-view score was M = .02, 95% CI [-.22 to .19] higher than the 2016 
composite score; a Welch t-test revealed that this increase was not statistically significant (p = 
.86).  At the county level, the 2016 self-view score was M = .16, 95% CI [.04 to .27] higher than 
the 2019 score; this is a statistically significant difference in means (p = .009, d = .09).  At the 
state level, the 2016 self-view score was M = .28, 95% CI [.26 to .31] higher than the 2019 score; 
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Figure 7.  Comparison of mean self-view scores at school, county and state level in the 2016 and 
2019 administration years.  2016 administration is the left bar in each clustered column; 2019 
administration is the right bar.   
 
Research Question 4: What are the differences in gender between academic, behavior, and 
emotional indicators?  
Academic Achievement & Behavioral Engagement.  Table 4.26 displays mean 
academic achievement and behavioral engagement composite scores of male and female students 
in both pre-and post-freshman academy implementations.  Female students saw increased scores 
between pre- and post-freshman academy in both academic achievement (M = 3.99, SD = .95 
pre-freshman academy and M = 4.13, SD = 1.09 post-freshman academy) and behavioral 
engagement scores (M = 1.19, SD = 2.75 pre-freshman academy and M = 1.72, SD = 1.06 post-
freshman academy).  Male students did not see a gain in academic achievement scores (M = 
3.72, SD = .99 pre and M = 3.6, SD= 1.24), but did see gains in behavioral engagement scores 
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Table 4.26 
Mean Academic and Behavioral Composite Scores by Cohort and Gender 
Group Academic Composite  Behavioral Composite 
 N M SD  N M SD 
Pre- Freshman Academy        
2015-2016        
Male 348 3.794 .942  339 .622 3.577 
Female 299 4.079 .849  314 1.221 2.300 
        
2016-2017        
Male 322 3.643 1.045  327 .730 3.771 
Female 321 3.907 .984  322 1.328 1.978 
        
Post-Freshman Academy        
2018-2019        
Male 392 3.479 1.230  401 1.361 1.696 
Female 334 3.978 1.072  342 1.676 1.286 
        
2019-2020        
Male 385 3.717 1.245  396 1.620 .954 
Female 362 4.266 1.082  367 1.754 .791 
Note.  The academic composite score, created by adding a students’ GPA and on-track-to 
graduate ratio, ranged from a minimum score of 0 to a maximum value of 5.44.  The behavioral 
engagement composite score, created by adding students’ attendance ratio (
!"!
!# ) and (1- no. of 
behavior referrals), ranged from a maximum score of 2 to minimum score of -26.24. 
 
 
A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was run to determine the effect 
of students’ gender on their academic achievement and behavioral engagement.  Academic 
achievement and behavioral engagement were measured by respective composite scores.  
Preliminary assumption checking revealed the data were slightly non-normal, but reasonable 
enough to proceed, as assessed by a Shapiro-Wilk test (p < .05), and visual inspection of Q-Q 
plots.  There were no univariate or multivariate outliers, as assessed by boxplot and Mahalanobis 
distance (p > .001), respectively.  There were linear relationships, as assessed by scatterplot and 
no multicollinearity (r = .390, p < .001).  There was not homogeneity of variance-covariance 
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matrices, as assessed by Box’s M test (p < .001).  The difference between gender on the 
combined dependent variables was statistically significant, F(2, 5329)= 109.590, p < .001, 
Pillai’s Trace =  .040, partial !$	= .040.   
 Follow-up univariate ANOVA’s showed that both academic achievement (F(1,5330)= 
218.778, p < .001; partial !$	= .039) and behavioral engagement (F(1,5330)= 39.253, p < .001; 
partial !$	= .007) were statistically significantly different between male and female students, 
using a Bonferroni adjusted a level of p < .025, with all school years examined showing female 
students earning both higher academic achievement composite scores and behavioral 
engagement composite scores.   
Emotional Engagement. 
Composite Score.  To identify if there were difference in the mean composite score of 
students based on freshman academy participation (i.e., 2016 survey year administration 
representing pre-freshman academy implementation and the 2019 survey year administration 
representing post-freshman academy implementation) and gender, a two-way ANOVA was 
conducted.  Residual analysis was performed to test for the assumptions of the two-way 
ANOVA.   There were no outliers, as assessed by inspection of a boxplot.  Data were normally 
distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p > .05) and there was a homogeneity of 
variances, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances, p = .595.  Thus, all required 
assumptions for the two-way ANOVA were met.   
Mean composite scores showed higher values for male students (M = 30.59, SD = 7.86 
and M = 29.35, SD = 7.85) than females (M = 27.68, SD = 8.38 and M= 28.22, SD = 7.71) in 
both the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations, respectively, and are displayed in Table 4.27, 
however, the interaction effect between survey year and gender on emotional engagement 
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composite score was not statistically significant, F(1, 1001)= 3.121,  p = .078.  Therefore, an 
analysis of the main effect for gender was performed, which indicated that the main effect was 
statistically significant F(1,1001)= 16.074, p < .001, partial !$	= .016.  Male students obtained a 
mean composite score 2.91, 95% CI [1.51, 4.31] points higher than females in the 2016 survey 
administration (i.e., pre-freshman academy implementation), a statistically significant difference, 
p <  .001.  Male students also obtained a mean composite score 1.13, 95% CI [-.27, 2.54] points 
higher than females in the 2019 survey administration (i.e., post-freshman academy 
implementation).  All pairwise comparisons were run with 95% confidence intervals and p-
values are Bonferroni-adjusted value of p < .025.  The unweighted marginal means of composite 
scores for males and females were 29.97 (SE = .34) and 27.95 (SE = .37), respectively.   
Table 4.27 
Mean Emotional Engagement Composite Scores by Survey Year and Gender 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Male 254 30.591 7.855 
Female 243 27.683 8.378 
Total 497 29.169 8.236 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Male 284 29.352 7.846 
Female 224 28.223 7.707 
Total 508 28.854 7.798 
  
Scale Scores.  To examine subgroup differences for each of the respective component 
scales, two-way ANOVAs were completed.  Each ANOVA examined the effect of survey year 
(i.e., representing participation in the freshman academy) and gender on the respective 
component scale score.  Alignment of survey items to component scale scores can be found in 
Table 3.2.  Assumptions and residual analysis of the two-way ANOVA were checked prior to 
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each statistical analysis.  All analyses of simple main effects were performed with statistical 
significance receiving a Bonferroni adjustment and being accepted at the p < .025 level.  All 
pairwise comparisons were run for each simple main effect with reported 95% confidence 
intervals and p-values Bonferroni-adjusted within each simple main effect.   
 Educational Engagement.  In the 2016 survey year administration, male students scored 
slightly higher than female students on educational engagement scale scores.  In the 2019 survey 
year administration, female students scored higher than male students.  Mean composite scores 
for survey administration year and gender are displayed in Table 4.28. 
Table 4.28 
Mean Educational Engagement Scores by Survey Year and Gender 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Male 292 8.644 1.918 
Female 260 8.554 2.002 
Total 552 8.601 1.957 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Male 324 8.250 1.829 
Female 242 8.636 1.755 
Total 566 8.415 1.806 
 
 Table 4.29 displays skewness and kurtosis of the residual for educational engagement 
scale scores.  Data were not normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p < .001), 
but a visual inspection of Q-Q Plots showed that the sample was large and normal enough to 
proceed with the two-way ANOVA.  There was a homogeneity of variances, as assessed by 
Levene’s test for equality of variances, p = .09.   
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Table 4.29 
Skewness and Kurtosis of Residual for Educational Engagement Scores 
Group Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)     
Male -.325 (.143) -2.273 -.018 (.284) -.063 
Female -.581 (.151) -3.848 -.042 (.301) -.140 
     
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)     
Male -.139 (.135) 1.030 .270 (.270) 1.000 
Female -.543 (.156) -3.481 1.115 (.312) 3.574 
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
     
 
There was a statistically significant interaction between gender and freshman academy 
implementation on educational engagement, F(1, 1114)= 4.44, p = .04, partial !$	= .004, though 
the effect size was small.  Mean educational engagement scores for male students in the  pre-
freshman academy group were 8.64 (SD = 1.92) and post-freshman academy were 8.25 (SD = 
1.83).  Female mean educational engagement scores were 8.55 (SD = 2.01) pre-freshman 
academy and 8.64 (SD= 1.76) post-freshman academy.  Male students had a statistically 
significantly lower educational engagement score in the 2019 survey administration, .39, 95% CI 
[.1, .69] points lower than in 2016, p = .01.  There was a statistically significant difference in 
mean educational engagement score for males between the 2016 and 2019 survey 
administrations, F(1,1114)= 6.75, p = .01, partial !$	= .006, again a small effect size.   
Adult Connectedness.  Overall, adult connectedness scores increased slightly between 
the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations.  Mean adult connectedness scores are displayed in 
Table 4.30.  Male students saw a small decrease in adult connectedness scores, while female 
students experienced an increase in adult connectedness scores.   
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Homogeneity of variances was assessed by Levene’s test (p= 1.02).  The interaction 
effect between gender and freshman academy on adult connectedness score was not statistically 
significant, F(1,1104)= 3.54, p = .06, partial !$	= .003.  Therefore, an analysis of main effect was 
performed which indicated that the main effect was statistically significant F(1,1104)= 8.15, p = 
.004, partial !$	= .007.  The unweighted marginal means of the adult connectedness scores for 
male students pre and post-freshman academy were 3.78 (SE = .08) and 3.69 (SE = .08), 
respectively.  For females, unweighted marginal means of adult connectedness scores pre- and 
post-freshman academy were 3.38 (SE = .09) and 3.61 (SE = .09), respectively.  Male scores 
obtained a mean adult connectedness score .24, 95% CI [.07, .4] points higher than female 
scores, a statistically significant difference, p = .004.   
Table 4.30 
Mean Adult Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Gender 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Male 289 3.775 1.360 
Female 259 3.382 1.397 
Total 548 3.589 1.390 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Male 321 3.692 1.372 
Female 239 3.611 1.317 
Total 560 3.657 1.365 
 
 Community Connectedness.  Table 4.31 displays mean community connectedness scores 
for male and female students in both the 2016 (M = 2.87, SD = 1.33 for males and M=3.06, SD = 
1.18 for females) and 2019 survey administration years.  In both survey administrations, males 
had higher community connectedness score than females.  The overall mean community 
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connectedness score increased from pre-freshman academy implementation (M = 2.78, SD = 
1.3) to post-freshman academy implementation (M = 2.97, SD = 1.24).   
There was not a statistically significant interaction between gender and freshman 
academy implementation on students’ community connectedness score, F(2, 1460)= .06, p = .94.  
There was a statistically significant main effect of gender on community connectedness score, 
F(1, 1460)= 9.63, p = .002, partial !2 = .007.  Males showed community connectedness scores 
.21, 95% CI [.02, .34] points higher than females, a statistically significant difference, p= .002.   
Table 4.31 
Mean Community Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Gender 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Male 271 2.867 1.332 
Female 254 2.693 1.264 
Total 525 2.783 1.301 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Male 302 3.063 1.184 
Female 238 2.840 1.289 
Total 540 2.965 1.235 
 
School Connectedness.  In both survey administration years, males showed higher mean 
school connectedness than females.  In the 2016 survey administration, this difference was 
statistically significant and non-significant in the 2019 survey administration year.  Male mean 
school connectedness scores decreased slightly from the 2016 to 2019 administration, and female 
mean school connectedness scores increased slightly between 2016 and 2019.  Mean composite 
scores for survey administration year and gender are displayed in Table 4.32. 
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Data were not normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p < .05), but a 
visual inspection of Q-Q Plots showed that the sample was large and normal enough to proceed 
with the two-way ANOVA.   
Table 4.32 
Mean School Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Gender 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Male 267 5.951 2.251 
Female 251 5.454 2.312 
Total 518 5.710 2.292 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Male 299 5.789 2.361 
Female 235 5.532 2.212 
Total 534 5.676 2.298 
 
Additionally, Table 4.33 shows skewness and kurtosis for the residual of school 
connectedness scores. There was a homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene’s test for 
equality of variances, p = .63.   
Table 4.33 
Skewness and Kurtosis of Residual for School Connectedness by Survey Year and Gender 
Group Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)     
Male -.220 (.149) -1.477 -.392 (.297) -1.320 
Female -.257 (.154) -1.669 -.387 (.306) -1.265 
     
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)     
Male -.272 (.141)  -1.929 -.464 (.281) -1.651 
Female -.226 (.159) -1.421 -.200 (.316) -.633 
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
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There was not a statistically significant interaction between gender and freshman 
academy implementation on school connectedness, F(1, 1048)= .72, p = .4.  There was a 
statistically significant main effect of gender, F(1, 1048)= 7.09, p = .008, partial !$	= .007.  
Freshman academy implementation revealed a statistically non-significant main effect, F(1, 
1048)= .09, p =. 77.    
Mean school connectedness scores for male students in the survey administration pre-
freshman academy were 5.95 (SD = 2.25) and post-freshman academy were 5.79 (SD = 2.36).  
Female mean educational engagement scores were 5.45 (SD = 2.31) pre-freshman academy and 
5.53 (SD = 2.21) post-freshman academy.  In the pre-freshman academy survey administration, 
female students had a statistically significantly lower mean school connectedness score, .50, 95% 
CI [-.89, -.10] points lower than male students.   
 Future Outlook.  Students both pre- and post-freshman academy showed similar gender 
differences, with male students scoring higher on mean future outlook than females.  In the 2016 
survey administration, this difference was statistically significant and in the 2019 survey 
administration year, this difference became not statistically significant.  Male mean future 
outlook scores decreased slightly from the 2016 to 2019 administration, and female mean future 
outlook scores increased slightly between 2016 and 2019.  Mean scores for survey administration 
year and gender are displayed in Table 4.34.   
A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of survey year (representing 
participation in the freshman academy) and gender on future outlook score.  Residual analysis 
was performed to test for the assumptions of the two-way ANOVA.   There no outliers, as 
assessed by inspection of a boxplot.  Visual inspection of Q-Q Plots showed that the sample was 
large and normal enough to proceed with the two-way ANOVA.  Table 4.35 shows skewness 
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and kurtosis for the residual of school connectedness scores.  There was a homogeneity of 
variances, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances, p = 1.89.   
Table 4.34 
Mean Future Outlook Scores by Survey Year and Gender 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Male 262 6.034 2.134 
Female 249 5.305 2.301 
Total 511 5.679 2.245 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Male 297 5.700 2.123 
Female 233 5.459 2.051 
Total 530 5.594 2.093 
 
Table 4.35 
Skewness and Kurtosis of Residual for Future Outlook by Survey Year and Gender 
Group Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)     
Male -.398 (.150) -2.653 -.150 (.300) -.500 
Female -.188 (.154) -1.221 -.644 (.307) -2.098 
     
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)     
Male -.176 (.141)  -1.248 -.521 (.282) -1.848 
Female .118 (.159) .742 -.619 (.318) -1.947 
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
     
 
There was a statistically non-significant interaction between gender and freshman 
academy implementation on future outlook, F(1, 1037)= 3.31, p = .07, partial !$ = .003.  There 
was a statistically significant main effect of gender, F(1, 1037)= 13.096, p < .001, partial !$= 
.01.  Freshman academy implementation revealed a statistically non-significant main effect, F(1, 
1037)= .45, p = .50.    
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Male students pre-freshman academy showed scores 0.73, 95% CI [.36, 1.10] points 
higher than female students pre-freshman academy, a statistically significant result (p < .001).  In 
the post-freshman academy survey administration, male students showed future outlook scores 
0.24, 95% CI [-.13, .61] points higher than female students, a statistically non-significant result 
(p = .20).   
Self-View.  In both survey administration years, males showed higher mean self-view 
scores than females, a statistically significant difference.  Male students experienced a small 
decrease in mean self-view score from the 2016 to 2019 survey administration.  Female students, 
however, experienced a small increase in self-view scores between survey administration years.  
Mean composite scores for survey administration year and gender are displayed in Table 4.36.   
Table 4.36 
Mean Self-View Scores by Survey Year and Gender 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Male 264 4.000 1.558 
Female 250 3.008 1.824 
Total 514 3.518 1.762 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Male 299 3.829 1.599 
Female 234 3.167 1.621 
Total 533 3.539 1.641 
 
Assumptions of the two-way ANOVA were met for all but homogeneity of variance, as 
assessed by Levene’s test (p = .003).  If group sample sizes are equal or approximately equal and 
large, there is normality and the smallest group variance is less than 3, then the two-way 
ANOVA can be run anyway, as it is somewhat robust to heterogeneity of variance in these 
circumstances (Jaccard, 1998).     
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The interaction effect between gender and freshman academy intervention on self-view 
component score was not statistically significant, F(1, 1043)= 2.58, p = .11.  An analysis of the 
main effect for gender was performed, which indicated that the main effect was statistically 
significant, F(1, 1043)= 65.26, p < .001, partial !$	= .06.  The unweighted marginal means of 
self-view scores for students pre- and post-freshman academy were 3.52 (SE = 1.78) and 3.54 
(SE = 1.64), respectively.  
In both the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations, male students were associated with 
statistically significantly higher scores than female students.  In 2016, males showed a self-view 
score 0.99, 95% CI [.71, 1.28] points higher, p < .001.  In 2019, males scored a self-view 
component score that was 0.66, 95% CI [.38, .94] points higher, p < .001.   
Research Question 5: What are the differences in indicators between students economically 
disadvantaged (Free & Reduced Lunch) and those classified as not economically 
disadvantaged in the freshman academy? 
Academic Achievement & Behavioral Engagement.  A one-way multivariate analysis 
of variance (MANOVA) was run to determine the effect of students’ socioeconomic status on 
their academic achievement and behavioral engagement.  Socioeconomic status was measured by 
whether students received free or reduced-price lunch or not.  Academic achievement and 
behavioral engagement were measured by their respective composite scores.  For details 
regarding the creation of these composite scale scores, please refer to Chapter 3: Instrumentation.   
 Table 4.37 displays mean composite scores for academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement, disaggregated by school year and socioeconomic status.   
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Table 4.37 
Academic and Behavioral Composite Scores by Cohort and Socioeconomic Subgroups 
Group Academic Achievement   Behavioral Engagement 
 N M SD  N M SD 
Pre-Freshman Academy        
2015-2016        
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 455 4.113 .815  463 1.505 1.869 
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 192 3.480 .972  193 -.0837 4.592 
        
2016-2017        
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 507 3.962 .940  509 1.360 2.250 
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 136 3.077 1.020  140 -.1860 4.734 
        
Post-Freshman Academy        
2018-2019        
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 475 4.088 .926  483 1.723 1.158 
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 251 2.990 1.287  260 1.103 1.987 
        
2019-2020        
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 502 4.351 .959  513 1.799 .669 
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 245 3.230 1.290  250 1.448 1.172 
Note.  The academic composite score, created by adding a students’ GPA and on-track-to 
graduate ratio, ranged from a minimum score of 0 to a maximum value of 5.44.  The behavioral 
engagement composite score, created by adding students’ attendance ratio (
!"!
!# ) and (1- no. of 
behavior referrals), ranged from a maximum score of 2 to minimum score of -26.24. 
 
Mean behavioral engagement scores improved for both groups of students from pre-
freshman academy implementation to post-freshman academy implementation, with large 
improvement in students receiving free or reduced-price lunch.  Those classified as economically 
disadvantaged showed lower academic achievement and behavioral engagement scores in all 
years.   
Preliminary assumption checking revealed the data were slightly non-normal, but 
reasonable enough to proceed, as assessed by a Shapiro-Wilk test (p < .05), and visual inspection 
of Q-Q plots.  There were no univariate or multivariate outliers, as assessed by boxplot and 
Mahalanobis distance (p > .001), respectively.  There were linear relationships, as assessed by 
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scatterplot; no multicollinearity (r = .39, p < .001).  There was not homogeneity of variance-
covariance matrices, as assessed by Box’s M test (p < .001).  The difference between free or 
reduced-price and non-free or reduced price lunch students on the combined dependent variables 
was statistically significant, F(2, 5329)= 464.74, p < .001, Pillai’s Trace = .15, partial !$	= .15.  
Free or reduced-price lunch students scored lower than their non-free or reduced-price lunch 
peers on both academic achievement measures (M = 3.29, SD = .02 and M = 4.15, SD = .02) and 
behavioral engagement measures (M = .53, SD = .06 and M = 1.57, SD = .04). 
 Follow-up univariate ANOVA’s showed that both academic achievement (F(1,5330)= 
905.763, p < .001, partial !$	= .15) and behavioral engagement (F(1,5330)=224.92, p < .001, 
partial !$	= .04) were statistically significantly different between students receiving free or 
reduced-price lunch and those not receiving free or reduced-price lunch.   
 Emotional Engagement. 
Composite Score.  To identify if there were difference in the mean composite score of 
students based on freshman academy participation (i.e., 2016 survey year administration 
representing pre-freshman academy implementation and the 2019 survey year administration 
representing post-freshman academy implementation) and socioeconomic level (i.e., students 
identified as free and reduced-price lunch or not) a two-way ANOVA was conducted.  
 Residual analysis was performed to test for the assumptions of the two-way ANOVA.   
There were no outliers, as assessed by inspection of a boxplot.  Shapiro-Wilk’s test did not assess 
all measures as normally distributed (p > .05) so Q-Q Plots were also used to visually inspect for 
normality.  Table 4.38 displays the skewness and kurtosis of the residual.  After examining the 
Shapiro Wilk’s test, skewness, kurtosis, and Q-Q plots the researcher determined that data were 
normally distributed enough to proceed with a parametric test.  There was a homogeneity of 
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variances, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances, p = .09.  Thus, all required 
assumptions for the two-way ANOVA were met.   
Table 4.38 
Skewness and Kurtosis of Residual Composite for Survey Year and Socioeconomic Designation 
Group Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)     
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch .185 (.206) .898 -.040 (.408) -.098 
Not Free or Reduced-Lunch  -.357 (.129) -.003 .010 (.257) .039 
     
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)     
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch .187 (.240) .779 -.435 (.476) -.914 
Not Free or Reduced-Lunch  -.051 (.126) -.405 -.214 (.252) -.849 
Not Sure -.229 (.403) -.568 -.478 (.788) -.607 
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
 
 
Table 4.39 displays mean emotional engagement composite scores for students pre- and 
post-freshman academy implementation, disaggregated for socioeconomic status.  In the pre-
freshman academy survey administration, students not receiving free or reduced-price lunch 
obtained a higher composite score (M = 29.84, SD = 8.23)  than free or reduced-price lunch 
students (M = 27.52, SD = 7.43), a mean emotional engagement composite score 2.32, 95% CI 
[.76, 3.88] points higher which was a statistically significant result, F(1, 992)= 8.51, p = .004, 
partial !$	=.008.  In the post-freshman academy survey administration, again non-free or 
reduced-price lunch students obtained a higher composite score (M = 29.38, SD = 7.43) than free 
or reduced-price lunch students (M = 26.57, SD = 8.71), a mean emotional engagement score 
2.28, 95% CI [.66, 4.94] points higher, F(2, 992)= 5.252, p = .01, partial !$ = .01.  The 
interaction effect between survey year and socioeconomic designation on composite score was 
not statistically significant, F(1, 999)= .16, p = .69. 
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Table 4.39 
Mean Emotional Engagement Composite Scores by Survey Year and Socioeconomic Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Free and Reduced-Price Lunch 139 27.518 7.433 
Non Free and Reduced-Price Lunch 357 29.838 8.446 
Total 496 29.188 8.234 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Free and Reduced-Price Lunch 101 26.574 8.712 
Non Free and Reduced-Price Lunch 373 29.375 7.427 
Not Sure 34 29.912 7.891 
Total 508 28.854 7.798 
 
Scale Scores.  To examine subgroup differences for each of the respective component 
scales, two-way ANOVAs were completed.  Each ANOVA examined the effect of survey year, 
representing participation in the freshman academy, and socioeconomic designation on the 
respective component scale score.  Assumptions and residual analysis of the two-way ANOVA 
were checked prior to each statistical analysis.  All analyses of simple main effects were 
performed with statistical significance receiving a Bonferroni adjustment and being accepted at 
the p < .025 level.  All pairwise comparisons run were reported with 95% confidence intervals 
and p-values Bonferroni-adjusted within each simple main effect. 
 Educational Engagement.  In both survey administration years, students not receiving 
free and reduced-priced lunch showed higher mean educational engagement component scores 
than those receiving free and reduced-price lunch.  Mean educational engagement scores for 
survey administration year and socioeconomic designation are displayed in Table 4.40.   
Data were not normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test (p < .001), but a 
visual inspection of Q-Q Plots showed that the sample was large and normal enough to proceed 
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with the two-way ANOVA.  There was a homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene’s test 
for equality of variances, p = .30.   
Table 4.40 
Mean Educational Engagement Scores by Survey Year and Socioeconomic Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 159 8.321 2.051 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 390 8.726 1.909 
Total 549 8.608 1.958 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 114 8.140 1.995 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 403 8.491 1.737 
Not Sure 48 8.417 1.900 
Total 565 8.414 1.808 
 
There was not a statistically significant interaction between socioeconomic designation 
and freshman academy implementation on educational engagement, F(2, 1505)= .02, p = .98.  
There was a statistically significant difference in mean educational engagement score for 
socioeconomic designation between the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations, F(2, 1505)= 
5.41, p = .005, partial !$	= .007.   
Adult Connectedness.  In both survey administration years, students receiving free or 
reduced-price lunch showed lower mean adult connectedness scores.  Mean adult connectedness 
scores for survey administration year and gender are displayed in Table 4.41.   Mean adult 
connectedness scores for free or reduced-price lunch students in the survey administration pre-
freshman academy were 5.47 (SD = 1.4) and post-freshman academy were 5.46 (SD = 1.48), a 
statistically non-significant change, p= .95.  Students not receiving free or reduced-price lunch 
had a mean adult connectedness score of 5.65 (SD = 1.38) pre-freshman academy and 5.65 (SD = 
1.33) post-freshman academy, a non-statistically significant increase, p = .85.    In the pre-
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freshman academy survey administration, non-economically disadvantaged students had a non-
statistically significantly higher mean adult connectedness score, .19, 95% CI [-.07, .44] points 
higher than economically disadvantaged, p = .15.  In the post-freshman academy survey 
administration, non-economically disadvantaged students also had non-statistically significantly 
higher adult connectedness scores, .19, 95% CI [-.16, .54] points higher than economically 
disadvantaged students, p = .57.   
Table 4.41 
Mean Adult Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Socioeconomic Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 159 5.465 1.395 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 387 5.654 1.377 
Total 546 5.599 1.383 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 113 5.460 1.476 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 400 5.653 1.329 
Not Sure 46 6.130 1.276 
Total 559 5.653 1.276 
 
There was not a statistically significant interaction between socioeconomic designation 
and freshman academy implementation on adult connectedness, F(2, 1479)= .16, p = .85.  There 
was a statistically significant main effect of freshman academy implementation, F(2, 1479)= 
3.89, p = .02, partial !$ = .005, though the effect size was small.   
 Community Connectedness.  In both survey administration years, students receiving free 
or reduced-price lunch showed lower mean community connectedness scores,  Total community 
connectedness scores showed a slight increase between survey administration years.  Mean 
community connectedness scores for survey administration year and gender are displayed in 
Table 4.42.   
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Table 4.42 
Mean Community Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Socioeconomic Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 143 1.532 1.368 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 379 1.871 1.263 
Total 522 1.778 1.300 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 111 1.523 1.299 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 392 2.082 1.181 
Not Sure 37 2.054 1.332 
Total 540 1.965 1.235 
 
There was not homogeneity of variance, as assessed by Levene’s  test (p = .002) but due 
to relatively equal group sizes, the ANOVA was completed, as it is fairly robust to heterogeneity.    
There was a statistically non-significant interaction between socioeconomic designation and 
freshman academy implementation on community connectedness, F(2, 1450)= .97, p = .38.  
However, there was a statistically significant main effect of socioeconomic designation, F(2, 
1450)= 20.11, p < .001, partial !$= .03.   
Mean community connectedness scores for free or reduced-price lunch students in the 
survey administration pre-freshman academy were 1.53 (SD = 1.37) and post-freshman academy 
were 1.52 (SD = 1.30), a statistically non-significant change, p = .96.  Students not receiving free 
or reduced-price lunch had a mean educational engagement score pre-freshman academy of 5.45 
(SD = 2.31) and 5.53 (SD = 2.21) post-freshman academy, a statistically significant increase, p = 
.02.  In the pre-freshman academy survey administration, non-economically disadvantaged 
students had a statistically significantly higher mean community connectedness score, .34, 95% 
CI [.10, .58] points higher than economically disadvantaged, p = .006.  In the post-freshman 
academy survey administration, non-economically disadvantaged students also had statistically 
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significantly higher community connectedness scores, .56, 95% CI [.24, .88] points higher than 
economically disadvantaged students, p < .001. 
School Connectedness.  In both survey administration years, students receiving free or 
reduced-price lunch showed lower mean school connectedness scores. Total school 
connectedness scores showed a decrease on all subgroups between administration years.  Mean 
school connectedness scores for survey administration year and gender are displayed in Table 
4.43.   
Mean school connectedness scores for free or reduced-lunch students in the survey 
administration pre-freshman academy were 5.32 (SD = 2.25) and post-freshman academy were 
5.12 (SD = 2.46), a statistically non-significant change, p = .50.  Students not receiving free or 
reduced-price lunch had a mean school connectedness score of 5.86 (SD = 2.30) pre-freshman 
academy and 6.33 (SD = 2.29) post-freshman academy, a non-statistically significant increase, p 
= .54.  In the pre-freshman academy survey administration, economically disadvantaged students 
had a statistically significantly lower mean school connectedness score, .55, 95% CI [.11, .99] 
points lower than non-economically disadvantaged students, p = .02.  In the post-freshman 
academy survey administration, economically disadvantaged students also had statistically 
significantly lower school connectedness scores, .64, 95% CI [.05, 1.24] points lower than non-
economically disadvantaged students, p = .03. 
A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of survey year (representing 
participation in the freshman academy) and socioeconomic designation on school connectedness 
score.  Visual inspection of Q-Q Plots showed that the sample was large and normal enough to 
proceed with the two-way ANOVA.  There was homogeneity of variance, as assessed by 
Levene’s  test (p = .75).  There was a statistically non-significant interaction between 
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socioeconomic designation and freshman academy implementation on school connectedness, 
F(1, 1043)= .08, p = .78; there was, however, a statistically significant main effect of 
socioeconomic designation, F(2, 1043)= 7.87, p < .001, partial !$	= .02.   
Table 4.43 
Mean School Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Socioeconomic Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 142 5.317 2.251 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 373 5.863 2.299 
Total 515 5.713 2.297 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 108 5.120 2.460 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 389 5.761 2.225 
Not Sure 36 6.333 2.293 
Total 533 5.670 2.293 
 
Future Outlook.  In both survey administration years, students receiving free or reduced-
price lunch showed lower mean future outlook scores than those not receiving free or reduced-
price lunch. Total future outlook scores showed a decrease for all subgroups between 
administration years.  Mean future outlook scores for free or reduced-lunch students in the 
survey administration pre-freshman academy were 5.34 (SD = 2.01) and post-freshman academy 
were 5.104 (SD = 2.23), a non-statistically significant change, p = .39.  Students not receiving 
free or reduced-price lunch had a mean school connectedness score of 5.82 (SD = 2.32) pre-
freshman academy and 5.78 (SD = 1.99) post-freshman academy, which was not a statistically 
significant result, p = .81.  In the pre-freshman academy survey administration, economically 
disadvantaged students had a statistically significantly lower future outlook score, .47, 95% CI [-
.89, -.05] points lower than non-economically disadvantaged students, p = .03.  In the post-
freshman academy survey administration, economically disadvantaged students also had 
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statistically significantly lower future outlook scores, .67, 95% CI [-1.24, -.11] points lower than 
non-economically disadvantaged students, p = .01.  Mean future outlook scores for survey 
administration year and gender are displayed in Table 4.44.  
Table 4.44 
Mean Future Outlook Scores by Survey Year and Socioeconomic Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 140 5.343 2.006 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 368 5.815 2.324 
Total 508 5.685 2.249 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 106 5.104 2.229 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 383 5.778 1.995 
Not Sure 40 5.075 2.379 
Total 529 5.590 2.093 
 
A two-way ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of survey year (representing 
participation in the freshman academy) and socioeconomic designation on future outlook score.  
Visual inspection of Q-Q Plots showed that the sample was large and normal enough to proceed 
with the two-way ANOVA.  Table 4.45 shows the skewness and kurtosis for the residual for the 
community connectedness.  There was not homogeneity of variance, as assessed by Levene’s  
test (p = .03).  
There was a statistically non-significant interaction between socioeconomic designation 
and freshman academy implementation on future outlook, F(1, 1032)= .40, p = .53.  There was a 
statistically significant main effect of socioeconomic designation, F(2, 1032)= 7.61, p = .001, 
partial !$	= .02.   
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Table 4.45 
Skewness and Kurtosis of Residual for Future Outlook by Survey Year and Socioeconomic 
Designation 
Group Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)     
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch .006 (.205)  -.473 (.407)  
Not Free or Reduced-Lunch  -.439 (.127)  .-.382 (.254)  
     
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)     
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch .046 (.235)  -.447 (.465)  
Not Free or Reduced-Lunch  .002 (.125)  -.728 (.249)  
Not Sure -.003 (.374)  -.633 (.733)  
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
 
 
Self-View.  In both survey administration years, students receiving free or reduced-price 
lunch showed lower self-view scores.  Mean self-view scores for survey administration year and 
socioeconomic designation are displayed in Table 4.46.  Mean self-view scores for free or 
reduced-lunch students in the survey administration pre-freshman academy were 3.38 (SD = 
1.72) and post-freshman academy were 3.24 (SD = 1.78), a statistically non-significant change, p 
= .88.  Students not receiving free or reduced-price lunch had a mean school connectedness score 
of 3.61 (SD = 1.80) pre-freshman academy and 3.62 (SD = 1.61) post-freshman academy, a non-
statistically significant increase, p = .95.  In the pre-freshman academy survey administration, 
economically disadvantaged students had a statistically significantly lower future outlook score, 
.34, 95% CI [-.67, -.01] points lower than non-economically disadvantaged students, p = .04.  In 
the post-freshman academy survey administration, economically disadvantaged students did not 
have a statistically significantly lower future outlook scores, .31, 95% CI [-.83, .07] points lower 
than non-economically disadvantaged students, p = .12. 
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There was not a statistically significant interaction between socioeconomic designation 
and freshman academy implementation on self-view, F(2, 1415)= .33, p = .72.  There was a 
statistically significant main effect of socioeconomic designation, F(2, 1415)= 7.88, p < .001, 
partial !$	= .01.   
Table 4.46 
Mean Self-View Scores by Survey Year and Socioeconomic Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 141 3.381 1.717 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 371 3.609 1.795 
Total 512 3.516 1.761 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 106 3.236 1.781 
Not Free or Reduced-Price Lunch 386 3.617 1.605 
Not Sure 40 3.550 1.552 
Total 532 3.536 1.641 
 
Research Question 6: What are the differences in indicators between general education and 
special education students in the freshman academy? 
Academic Achievement & Behavioral Engagement.  A one-way multivariate analysis 
of variance was run to determine the effect of students’ curricular designation on their academic 
achievement and behavioral engagement.  Students were designated as either receiving special 
education services as part of an Individual Education Plan (IEP) or not receiving these services 
and considered a general education student.  Academic achievement and behavioral engagement 
were measured by respective composite scores.  
 Table 4.47 displays mean composite scores for academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement, disaggregated by school year and curricular designation.  Mean academic 
achievement and behavioral engagement composite scores for special education students were 
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below their general education peers in all school years examined.  Special education students 
saw large gains in behavioral engagement composite scores from prior to the freshman academy 
implementation to post.  Students in special education scored lower on academic composite 
scores than their general education peers (M = 3.23, SD = .99 and M = 3.98, SD = 1.02, 
respectively) and the same trend was observed with behavioral composite scores for special 
education versus general education students (M = .28, SD = 3.67 and M = 1.39, SD = 2.09, 
respectively). 
Preliminary assumption checking revealed the data were slightly non-normal, but 
reasonable enough to proceed, as assessed by a Shapiro-Wilk test (p < .05), and visual inspection 
of Q-Q plots.  There were no univariate or multivariate outliers, as assessed by boxplot and 
Mahalanobis distance (p > .001), respectively.  There were linear relationships, as assessed by 
scatterplot; no multicollinearity (r = .39, p < .001).  There was not homogeneity of variance-
covariance matrices, as assessed by Box’s M test (p < .001).  The difference between special 
education and general education students on the combined dependent variables was statistically 
significant, F(2, 5329)= 185.81, p < .001, Pillai’s Trace = .07, partial !$ = .07.   
Follow-up univariate ANOVA’s showed that both academic achievement (F(1, 5330)= 342.37, p 
< .001; partial !$	= .06) and behavioral engagement (F(1,5330)= 139.71, p < .001; partial !$ = 
.03) were statistically significantly different between students receiving special education 
services and those not receiving special education services, using a Bonferroni adjusted a level 
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Table 4.47 
Academic and Behavior Composite Scores by Cohort and Special Education Designation 
Group Academic Achievement   Behavioral Engagement 
 N M SD  N M SD 
Pre-Freshman Academy        
2015-2016        
Not Special Education 562 3.996 .898  570 1.139 2.909 
Special Education 85 3.458 .861  86 .3658 3.674 
        
2016-2017        
Not Special Education 566 3.882 .994  567 1.258 2.587 
Special Education 77 2.988 .879  82 -.575 4.868 
        
Post-Freshman Academy        
2018-2019        
Not Special Education 630 3.819 1.166  645 1.641 1.012 
Special Education 96 2.984 1.052  98 .619 3.187 
        
2019-2020        
Not Special Education 655 4.062 1.195  663 1.719 .818 
Special Education 92 3.422 1.085  100 1.457 1.204 
 
Emotional Engagement. 
Composite Score.  To identify if there were difference in the mean composite score of 
students based on freshman academy participation (i.e., 2016 survey year administration 
representing pre-freshman academy implementation and the 2019 survey year administration 
representing post-freshman academy implementation) and curricular designation, a two-way 
ANOVA was conducted.   
 Residual analysis was performed to test for the assumptions of the two-way ANOVA.   
There no outliers, as assessed by inspection of a boxplot. Shapiro-Wilk’s test did not assess all 
measures as normally distributed (p > .05) so Q-Q Plots were also used to visually inspect for 
normality.  Table 4.48 displays the skewness and kurtosis of the residual.  After examining the 
Shapiro Wilk’s test, skewness, kurtosis, and Q-Q plots the researcher determined that data were 
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normally distributed enough to proceed with a parametric test.  There was a homogeneity of 
variances, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances, p = .453.  Thus, all required 
assumptions for the two-way ANOVA were met and the researcher proceeded with analysis 
using this statistical test.   
Table 4.48 
Skewness and Kurtosis of Residual for Educational Engagement Composite by Survey Year and 
Special Education Designation 
Group Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)     
Special Education -.286 (.357) -.801 -.293 (.702) -.417 
General Education -.185 (.116) -1.595 -.096 (.231) -.416 
     
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)     
Special Education -.955 (.347) -2.752 1.506 (.681) 2.211 
General Education .038 (.122) .311 -.318 (.244) 1.303 
Not Sure -.011 (.304) .036 -.494 (.589) -.839 
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
 
Mean emotional engagement composite scores for general education students were 
slightly higher in the 2016 survey administration; in the 2019 survey administration, special 
education students showed higher mean educational engagement composite scores than their 
general education counterparts.  General education students were associated with a mean 
composite score .45, 95% CI [-.64, 1.53] points higher than special education students in the 
2016 survey administration (i.e., pre-freshman academy implementation).    Special education 
students were associated with a mean composite score 2.26, 95% CI [-1.10, 5.57] points higher 
than general education students in the 2019 survey administration (post-freshman academy 
implementation), a non-statistically significant difference, p = .18.  Mean composite scores for 
survey administration year and curricular designation are displayed in Table 4.49.   
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The interaction effect between survey year and curricular designation on composite score 
was not statistically significant, F(1, 992)= 2.34, p = .13.  Therefore, an analysis of the main 
effect was performed, which indicated that the main effect of curricular designation on 
composite score for those students both pre- and post-freshman academy implementation was not 
statistically significant F(1, 992)= 1.81, p = .18, partial !$ =.002 and F(1, 992)= .66, p = .42.   
Table 4.49 
Mean Emotional Engagement Composite Scores by Survey Year and Curricular Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 44 28.546 9.100 
General Education 446 29.238 8.187 
Total 490 29.176 8.265 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 47 30.809 7.330 
General Education 398 28.789 7.773 
Not Sure 62 27.645 8.110 
Total 507 28.836 7.795 
 
Scale Scores.  To examine subgroup differences for each of the respective component 
scales, two-way ANOVAs were completed.  Each ANOVA examined the effect of survey year 
(representing participation in the freshman academy) and curricular designation (special 
education or general education) on the respective component scale score.  Assumptions and 
residual analysis of the two-way ANOVA were checked prior to each statistical analysis.  Simple 
main effects analysis was performed with statistical significance receiving a Bonferroni 
adjustment and being accepted at the p < .025 level.  All pairwise comparisons were run for each 
simple main effect with reported 95% confidence intervals and p-values Bonferroni-adjusted 
within each simple main effect.   
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 Educational Engagement.  Special education students showed a small increase in mean 
educational engagement score, while general education students showed a minor decrease in 
education engagement score.  Total scores decreased between pre- and post-freshman academy 
implementation.  Mean educational engagement scores for survey administration year and 
socioeconomic designation are displayed in Table 4.50.   
In the pre-freshman academy survey administration, special education students (M = 
8.12, SD = 2.28) obtained educational engagement scores, .53, 95% CI [-1.07, .01] points lower 
than general education peers (M = 8.65, SD = 1.92), a non-statistically significant result, p = .05. 
The difference was slightly smaller during the 2019 survey administration, with special 
education students (M = 8.22, SD = 1.71) receiving mean scores .30, 95% CI [-.90, .31] lower 
than general education peers (M = 8.51, SD= 1.79), a non-statistically significant result, p = .72. 
Table 4.50 
Mean Educational Engagement Scores by Survey Year and Curricular Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 52 8.115 2.281 
General Education 485 8.647 1.915 
Total 537 8.596 1.957 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 64 8.219 1.713 
General Education 426 8.514 1.790 
Not Sure 73 8.000 1.944 
Total 563 8.414 1.809 
 
Data were normally distributed, as assessed by Shapiro-Wilk’s test, p = .05 and variances 
were homogeneous, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of variances, p = .10.  There was 
not a statistically significant interaction between freshman academy implementation and 
curricular designation on educational engagement, F(1, 1095)= .41, p = .53.  There was a 
THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 120 
statistically significant difference in mean educational engagement score for curricular 
designation between the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations, F(2, 1095)= 4.60, 
 p = .01, partial !$ = .008.   
 Adult Connectedness.  Special education students showed higher adult connectedness 
than general education students for both survey administration years. Both special education and 
general education students showed growth from pre-freshman academy to post-freshman 
academy on adult connectedness scores.  Mean adult connectedness scores for survey 
administration year and socioeconomic designation are displayed in Table 4.51.   
Table 4.51 
Mean Adult Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Curricular Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 52 3.635 1.738 
General Education 483 3.584 1.354 
Total 535 3.589 1.394 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 63 3.921 1.395 
General Education 422 3.664 1.356 
Not Sure 72 3.375 1.358 
Total 557 3.655 1.365 
 
Shapiro-Wilk’s test did not assess all measures as normally distributed so Q-Q Plots were 
also used to visually inspect for normality.  Table 4.52 displays the skewness and kurtosis of the 
residual.  After examining the Shapiro Wilk’s test, skewness, kurtosis, and Q-Q plots the 
researcher determined that data were normally distributed enough to proceed with a parametric 
test.  There was a homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of 
variances, p = .08.   
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Table 4.52 
Skewness and Kurtosis of Residual for Adult Connectedness by Survey Year and Special 
Education Designation 
Group Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)     
Special Education -.620 (.330) -1.879 -.295 (.650) -.454 
General Education -.433 (.111) -3.900 .264 (.222) 1.189 
     
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)     
Special Education -.923 (.302) -3.056 1.511 (.595) 2.539 
General Education -.433 (.111) -3.900 .264 (.222) 1.189 
Not Sure .185 (.283) .654 -.293 (.559) -.524 
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
     
 
There was not a statistically significant interaction between freshman academy 
implementation and curricular designation on adult connectedness, F(1, 1087)= .57, p = .45, 
partial.  Students receiving special education services showed a mean adult connectedness score 
.05, 95% CI [-.34, .44] points higher than general education peers in the pre-freshman academy 
survey administration, a non-statistically significant result, p = .80. The difference was slightly 
larger during the 2019 survey administration, with special education students receiving mean 
scores .26, 95% CI [-.19, .71] higher than general education peers, a non-statistically significant 
result, p = .50.   
Community Connectedness.  Mean community connectedness scores for survey 
administration year and curricular designation are displayed in Table 4.53.  Special education 
students showed higher community connectedness than general education students for both 
survey administration years. Both special education and general education students showed small 
increases from pre-freshman academy to post-freshman academy on community connectedness 
scores.   
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Students receiving special education services (M = 1.84, SD = 1.43) showed a mean 
community connectedness score .06, 95% CI [-.33, .45] points higher than general education 
peers (M = 1.79, SD = 1.28) in the pre-freshman academy survey administration, a non-
statistically significant result, p = .76.  The difference was slightly larger during the 2019 post-
freshman academy survey administration, with special education students (M = 2.26, SD = 1.20) 
receiving mean scores .35, 95% CI [-.08, .77] higher than general education (M = 1.92, SD = 
1.22) peers, a non-statistically significant result, p = .16.   
Table 4.53 
Mean Community Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Curricular Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 45 1.844 1.429 
General Education 466 1.785 1.279 
Total 511 1.791 1.291 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 57 2.263 1.203 
General Education 416 1.918 1.218 
Not Sure 64 1.984 1.374 
Total 537 1.963 1.238 
 
Shapiro-Wilk’s test did not assess all measures as normally distributed so Q-Q Plots were 
also used to visually inspect for normality.  Table 4.54 displays the skewness and kurtosis of the 
residual.  After examining the Shapiro Wilk’s test, skewness, kurtosis, and Q-Q plots the 
researcher determined that data were normally distributed enough to proceed with a parametric 
test.  There was a homogeneity of variances, as assessed by Levene’s test for equality of 
variances, p = .07.   
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Table 4.54 
Skewness and Kurtosis of Residual for Community Connectedness by Survey Year and Special 
Education Designation 
Group Skewness, Kurtosis, and Standard Error 
 Skewness (S.E.) z Kurtosis (S.E.) z 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)     
Special Education .091 (.354) .257 -1.339 (.695) -1.927 
General Education .190 (.113) 1.681 -.950 (.226) -4.204 
     
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)     
Special Education -.404 (.316) -1.278 -.482 (.623) -.774 
General Education -.020 (.120) -.167 -.845 (.239) -3.536 
Not Sure -.009  (.299) -.030 -1.216 (.590) -2.061 
Note. zskewness=S/S.E.skewness, zkurtosis=Z/S.E.kurtosis 
     
 
There was not a statistically significant interaction between freshman academy 
implementation and curricular designation on community connectedness, F(2, 1425)= .92, p = 
.40.  There was a statistically significant difference in mean community connectedness scores 
between survey administration years, F(2. 1425)= 4.29, p = .01, partial !$	= .006.  There was not 
a statistically significant difference in mean community connectedness scores for curricular 
designation between the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations, F(2, 1425)= .86, p = .42.   
 School Connectedness.  Special education students showed higher school connectedness 
than general education students for both survey administration years.  Total school 
connectedness score showed a slight decrease from pre-freshman academy to post-freshman 
academy survey administration.  Mean school connectedness scores for survey administration 
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Table 4.55 
Mean School Connectedness Scores by Survey Year and Curricular Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 45 5.867 2.573 
General Education 461 5.727 2.269 
Total 506 5.739 2.295 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 56 6.429 2.303 
General Education 412 5.619 2.276 
Not Sure 64 5.328 2.344 
Total 532 5.669 2.230 
 
Assumptions for a two-way ANOVA were checked and Shapiro-Wilk’s test showed data 
to be normally distributed, p = .17.  There was a homogeneity of variances, as assessed by 
Levene’s test for equality of variances, p = .88.   
Students receiving special education services showed a mean school connectedness score 
.14, 95% CI [-.56, .84] points higher than general education peers in the pre-freshman academy 
survey administration, a non-statistically significant result, p = .70. The difference was larger 
during the 2019 survey administration, with special education students receiving mean scores 
.81, 95% CI [.03, 1.59] higher than general education peers, a statistically significant result, p = 
.04.   
There was not a statistically significant interaction between freshman academy 
implementation and curricular designation on school connectedness, F(1, 1033)= 1.91, p = .17; 
however, there was a statistically significant difference in mean school connectedness scores for 
curricular designation, F(2, 1033)= 3.31, p = .04, partial !$	= .006.  There was not a statistically 
significant difference in mean community connectedness scores for freshman academy 
implementation between the 2016 and 2019 survey administrations, F(1, 1033)= .88, p = .35.   
THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 125 
Future Outlook.  Special education students showed a gain in future outlook scores 
between the pre- and post-freshman academy survey administrations.  General education 
students experienced a small decrease in future outlook scores pre- and post-freshman academy 
implementation.  Mean future outlook scores for survey administration year and curricular 
designation are displayed in Table 4.56.  Students receiving special education services showed a 
mean future outlook score .59, 95% CI [-1.24, .06] points lower than general education peers in 
the pre-freshman academy survey administration, a non-statistically significant result, p = .08.  
In the 2019 survey administration, special education students received mean scores .16, 95% CI 
[-.58, .90]  higher than general education peers, a non-statistically significant result, p = 1.00.   
Table 4.56 
Mean Future Outlook Scores by Survey Year and Curricular Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 45 5.133 2.312 
General Education 456 5.724 2.229 
Total 501 5.671 2.241 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 54 5.778 2.195 
General Education 408 5.620 2.037 
Not Sure 66 5.318 2.354 
Total 528 5.599 2.094 
 
There was not a statistically significant interaction between freshman academy 
implementation and curricular designation on future outlook, F(2, 1391)= 1.64, p = .20.  There 
was neither a statistically significant difference in mean future outlook scores for curricular 
designation, F(2, 1391)= 2.63, p = .07, nor freshman academy implementation, F(2, 1391)= .72, 
p = .49.   
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 Self-View.  Special education students showed a gain in self-view scores between the pre- 
and post-freshman academy survey administrations.  General education students experienced a 
small decrease in self-view scores pre- and post-freshman academy implementation.  Mean self-
view scores for survey administration year and curricular designation are displayed in Table 
4.57.   
Students receiving special education services showed a mean self-view score .18, 95% CI  
[-.70, .33] points lower than general education peers in the pre-freshman academy survey 
administration, a non-statistically significant result, p = .49.  In the 2019 survey administration, 
special education students received mean scores .30, 95% CI [-.28, .89]  point higher than 
general education peers, a non-statistically significant result, p = .65.   
Table 4.57 
Mean Self-View Scores by Survey Year and Curricular Designation 
Group N M SD 
2016 (Pre-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 46 3.370 1.704 
General Education 457 3.551 1.754 
Total 503 3.535 1.749 
    
2019 (Post-Freshman Academy)    
Special Education 54 3.796 1.618 
General Education 412 3.493 1.643 
Not Sure 65 3.600 1.637 
Total 531 3.537 1.639 
 
There was not a statistically significant interaction between freshman academy 
implementation and curricular designation on self-view, F(1, 1029)= 1.83, p = .18.  There was 
not a statistically significant difference in mean self-view scores for curricular designation, F(2, 
1029)= .06, p = .94  or for freshman academy implementation, F(1, 1029)= 1.05, p = .31.   
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Research Question 7: What are the differences in academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement between English language learners (EL) and non-English language learners? 
An English language learner is defined in the state as a student who, as declared by a 
parent or guardian, first learned a language other than English, comes from a home where the 
language usually spoken is other than English, or usually speaks a language other than English.  
Additionally, the student must be determined to qualify as an English language learner through a 
valid assessment measuring the students’ English language proficiency.  With this, the researcher 
wished to examine the difference between students determined to be English Language Learners 
and those who are not.  Data on English language learner students was not available for the 
Minnesota Student Survey, used to measure emotional engagement, so only academic 
achievement and behavioral engagement will be examined for this subgroup.   
A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was run to determine the effect 
of students’ language designation on their academic achievement and behavioral engagement.  
Students were designated as either receiving EL support services or not.  Academic achievement 
and behavioral engagement were measured by respective composite scores.  
 Table 4.58 displays mean composite scores for academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement, disaggregated by school year and language designation.  English language learners 
showed lower academic achievement and behavioral engagement scores than their non-EL peers 
in all school years examined.  For both academic achievement and behavioral engagement, 
English language learners scores improved after implementation of the freshman academy.  Prior 
to the freshman academy, EL students mean academic achievement score was 2.84 (SD = .91) 
and post-academy, mean academic achievement score was 2.87 (SD = 1.15).  Behavioral 
engagement showed larger gains, changing from a pre-freshman academy mean score of -1.34 
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(SD = 6.06) for EL students, to 1.30 (SD = 1.62) post-freshman academy implementation.  For 
non-EL students, academic achievement and behavioral engagement increases were also seen.  
Academic achievement composite scores for non-EL students were 3.9 (SD = .95) prior to the 
freshman academy and 3.93 (SD = 1.17); behavioral engagement scores increased from a mean 
of 1.15 (SD = 2.74) to 1.62 (SD = 1.21) post-freshman academy implementation.   
Table 4.58 
Academic and Behavioral Composite Scores by Cohort and Primary Language  
Group Academic Achievement   Behavioral Engagement 
 N M SD  N M SD 
Pre-Freshman Academy        
2015-2016        
Not English Language Learner 615 3.979 .879  623 1.101 2.910 
English Language Learner 32 2.895 .911  33 -.170 4.637 
        
2016-2017        
Not English Language Learner 614 3.821 1.004  620 1.199 2.567 
English Language Learner 29 2.789 .922  29 -2.66 7.213 
        
Post-Freshman Academy        
2018-2019        
Not English Language Learner 682 3.779 1.155  697 1.546 1.479 
English Language Learner 44 2.621 1.127  46 .892 2.069 
        
2019-2020        
Not English Language Learner 675 4.086 1.160  690 1.697 .840 
English Language Learner 72 3.017 1.139  73 1.564 1.205 
 
Preliminary assumption checking revealed the data were slightly non-normal, but 
reasonable enough to proceed, as assessed by a Shapiro-Wilk test (p < .05), and visual inspection 
of Q-Q plots.  There were no univariate or multivariate outliers, as assessed by boxplot and 
Mahalanobis distance (p > .001), respectively.  There were linear relationships, as assessed by 
scatterplot; no multicollinearity (r = .39, p < .001).  There was not homogeneity of variance-
covariance matrices, as assessed by Box’s M test (p < .001).  The difference between English 
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language learner students and non-English language learners on students on the combined 
dependent variables was statistically significant, F(2, 5329)= 117.32, p < .001, Pillai’s Trace =  
.04, partial !$	= .04.   
Follow-up univariate ANOVA’s showed that both academic achievement (F(1, 5330)= 
233.33, p < .001; partial !$	= .04) and behavioral engagement (F(1,5330)= 47.48,  p < .001; 
partial !$	= .009) were statistically significantly different between students designated as English 
language learners and those not receiving English language learners, using a Bonferroni adjusted 
a level of p < .025.   
Conclusions 
 This chapter presented statistical results of the analyzed data.  Chapter 5 details a 
summary of the results, interpretation of the findings and recommendations for practice.  Chapter 
5 also provides recommendations for further research related to this study.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 The ninth-grade year is a time of change and transition, during which many students 
struggle to adapt.  The primary goal of this study was to assess the impact that a freshman 
academy had on students’ academic achievement, behavioral engagement, and emotional 
engagement.  The freshman academy was created at the school with the purpose of supporting 
students through the high school transition.  The researcher utilized data on grade point average, 
credit attainment, attendance rates, behavior referrals, and survey questions selected from the 
Minnesota Student Survey to assess the impact of the freshman academy.  Further, the researcher 
examined the impacts of gender, free or reduced-price lunch status, special education designation 
and English language learner designation on academic achievement, behavioral engagement, and 
emotional engagement.  A summary of the findings, conclusions, and recommendations is 
detailed in this chapter.   
Summary of the Findings 
 Literature focusing on the transition from middle to high school shows a clear need for 
support in the freshman year.  Clear emphasis has been placed on the ninth-grade in the literature 
that links success in ninth-grade to the successful completion of high school (Neild, 2009).  As 
such, many schools have sought ways to support this transition and implemented freshman 
academies as a result.   
 The findings in this study show that a freshman academy implemented in a suburban high 
school showed largely neutral academic achievement differences, but clear behavioral 
engagement improvements.  Emotional engagement was largely neutral between pre- and post-
academy implementation, but the freshman academy seems to have buffered the decline when 
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compared to the substantial decreases observed from 2016 to 2019 at the county and state level, 
suggesting that the academy model might have prevented against similarly large decreases within 
the school.  The analysis also revealed significant differences in the achievement and 
engagement of various subgroups.   
 Quantitative analysis of this study focused on seven research questions.  The first three 
research questions, serving as primary research questions, investigated the difference in 
academic achievement, behavioral engagement, and emotional engagement due to the freshman 
academy implementation.  The last four research questions examined the impact of subgroup 
differences on the indicators.  Academic achievement and behavioral engagement, measured 
utilizing the school’s Student Information System, examined the 2015-2016 and 2016-2017 
school years as pre-freshman academy data and the 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 school year as 
post-freshman academy data.  Emotional engagement, measured using a modified version of the 
Minnesota Student Survey, examined the 2016 and 2019 survey year administrations.  At the 
school level, these survey administrations align with the pre- and post-freshman academy, 
respectively.  At the county and state level, there was not a treatment variable of freshman 
academy implementation, and they serve as a point of comparison.   
Research Question 1: What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student 
academic achievement, as measured by ninth-grade GPA and credits earned? 
To answer this question, the researcher created an academic composite score, which added 
students’ grade point average and on-track-to-graduate ratio.  A Welch t-test was used comparing 
the academic composite scores for students prior the academy implementation (2015-2016 and 
2016-2017 school year) and post freshman academy (2018-2019 and 2019-2020 school years).     
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Academic achievement composite scores were not statistically significantly different pre- and 
post-freshman academy implementation.  This result was somewhat inconsistent with research 
indicating that freshman academies result in higher achievement (Fraker, 2006).  However, 
within the post-freshman academy group, scores statistically significantly increased between the 
2018-2019 school year and 2019-2020 school year.  As this study examined the first two years of 
the academy model, it is reasonable to expect that the academic achievement of students will 
continue to increase as teachers refine their curriculum and become more effective at instruction, 
teaming, and interventions.  Further, a block schedule was implemented at the high school 
studied during the 2019-2020 school year, which may also have had a positive effect on student 
academic achievement.   
Research Question 2: What is the impact of a freshman academy model on student 
behavioral engagement, as measured by behavior referrals and attendance? 
 Behavioral engagement was measured through the creation of a composite score, which 
combined students’ attendance rates and number of behavior referrals.  A Welch t-test was used 
to compare the behavioral engagement scores for students pre- and post-freshman academy 
implementation.  Behavioral engagement scores increased with freshman academy 
implementation, which was a statistically significant result.  The literature shows the importance 
of attendance on students’ success (Allensworth &Easton, 2007; Fredericks et al., 2004; Marks, 
2000; Rice, 2016) and this finding supports the idea that a freshman academy impacts students’ 
attendance by increasing it while decreasing behavior referrals.  The latter are often the cause for 
students’ removal from the classroom, which negatively impact on their potential for overall 
success. 
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Research Question 3: What impact does a freshman academy have on emotional indicators 
of students’ connectedness and positive future outlook, as determined by MN Student 
Survey? 
 To examine the impact of a freshman academy on emotional engagement, the researcher 
analyzed two administrations of the Minnesota Student Survey and selected fifteen items relating 
to educational engagement, connectedness, future outlook, and self-view.   
No significant difference was found in overall emotional engagement composite score 
between the 2016 survey administration, which occurred prior to the freshman academy 
implementation and the 2019 survey administration, which occurred post-freshman academy 
implementation.   
Educational engagement scores, measuring how engaged students are in their learning 
and how useful they saw their course content, also decreased slightly, a non-statistically 
significant result.  Especially striking was comparison of school results against county-level and 
state-level results which saw marked and statistically significant decreases on these same survey 
items.  This suggests that while the school-level outcome is not as desirable as one might hope, 
the freshman academy may have provided some sort of insulating effect against the broader 
context happening around the county and state.   
Adult connectedness scores remained flat at the school and county level, however at the 
state level scores decreased by a statistically significant amount.  This again suggests that the 
freshman academy implementation allowed the school to maintain students’ feelings of 
connectedness with adults in the school against the backdrop of declining adult connectedness at 
similar schools in the area.  Research by Kilby (2006) saw similar increases in students’ feelings 
of connection with caring adults when a small learning community was implemented.  This 
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finding is a powerful tool that the freshman academy is able to utilize, as one factor to retaining 
students that consistently appeared in literature was adults who communicated caring and 
listened to students (Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 2012; Knesting, 
2008). 
A statistically significant difference in community connectedness was observed in survey 
results between pre- and post-freshman academy implementation.  This result was especially 
positive considering the significant decrease in scores at the state level.  As the freshman 
academy implementation involved a large physical expansion of the building and partnerships 
with community companies, who helped develop relevant curriculum and experiences, it may be 
that students clearly saw the support and investment in their future that the local community has 
to offer them.  This is a contribution of this study to the literature, which tends to focus on either 
the small learning community environment or the school environment, but not the larger 
surrounding community.   
School connectedness measures remained constant at the school level, while it 
statistically significantly decreased at the county and state levels.  Similarly, future outlook 
scores were constant at the school level, but statistically significantly decreased.  This result is 
concerning, as literature consistently supports the importance of students’ feeling connected to 
school in order to succeed (Alexander et. Al, 1997; Bridgeland, Dilulio, & Morison, 2006; Finn, 
1989; Heller, Calderon, & Medrich, 2003).  Promising, though, is that the freshman academy 
implemented in the high school may have prevented from more drastic decreases.  While there is 
still progress to be made in improving this measure, it is a sign of the potentially powerful impact 
of a freshman academy.   
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Lastly, students reported a small gain in how they viewed themselves at the school level, 
though it was not statistically significant.  Both county and state saw statistically significant 
decreases in self-view scores.  Thus, again, while largely no change was observed for the school 
level, when contrasted against the broader climate of the county and state levels, the freshman 
academy showed promise in its ability to maintain or increase emotional engagement measures, 
contrasted with other schools in the county and state who were unable to do so.   
Research Question 4: What are the differences in gender between academic, behavioral, 
and emotional indicators? 
 Academic and behavioral composite scores were examined for differences in gender 
using a one-way MANOVA and a significant difference in gender was found.  Female students 
had statistically significantly higher academic achievement and behavioral engagement scores 
than male students in all school years.  The findings here are consistent with the literature stating 
that male students make less academic progress than female students in some academic areas 
(Chudowsky & Chudowsky, 2010; Fulk, 2003; Whitmire & Bailey, 2010).  United States 
Department of Education (2010) reported that male students have a higher dropout rate than 
females; findings of this study support the need for a school intervention which focuses on male 
students and could be a way of strengthening achievement and the high school experience for 
male students.   
 To examine the interaction between gender and survey year on survey results, a series of 
two-way ANOVAs were completed.  Male students experienced statistically significantly higher 
emotional engagement than females.  Male students experienced a statistically lower educational 
engagement between survey administration years than female students, but statistically higher 
adult, community and school connectedness than their female counterparts.  Given that male 
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students show higher connectedness scores but lower academic achievement, it may show that 
male students are more driven by course content and curricular relevancy than female students, 
who may thrive more based on relationships with teachers and other adults.  This finding 
supports research that shows schools who do not provide engaging, relevant curriculum will see 
negative outcomes on student achievement (Heller, Calderon, & Medrich, 2003).   
   Male students showed non-significantly higher future outlook scores than female 
students pre-freshman academy implementation and significantly higher future outlook scores 
than females in the post-freshman academy implementation.  Male students scored statistically 
significantly higher than female peers in measures of self-view.  This supports findings in the 
literature that adolescence and hormonal changes are a strong influence of students’ formation of 
self-view and underscores the need for adult support as students struggle to form self-identity 
(Berliner, 1993; Eccles, 2004; Eccles et al., 1989). 
Research Question 5: What are the differences in indicators between students economically 
disadvantaged (free or reduced-price lunch) and those not classified as not economically 
disadvantaged in the freshman academy? 
 Students receiving free or reduced-price (FRP) lunch had statistically significantly lower 
academic achievement component scores than their non-FRP lunch peers.  Mean behavioral 
engagement scores for FRP lunch students showed a statistically significant increase between 
pre- and post-freshman academy survey administrations, with non-FRP lunch students remaining 
constant.   
 Similarly, students not receiving FRP lunch had significantly higher emotional composite 
scores than non-FRP lunch students.  Statistically significant results between FRP lunch and non-
FRP lunch students were seen for adult, community and school connectedness, as well as future 
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outlook and self-view scores.  In all cases, students receiving free or reduced-price lunch showed 
lower scores than their non-FRP lunch peers.  Free or reduced-price lunch students did show 
statistically significant improvement after academy implementation on measures of adult 
connectedness.   
 The results suggest, but do not conclude, that students with a lower socioeconomic status 
experience less academic success, higher absenteeism, higher failure rates, and greater 
behavioral issues than their peers who are not economically disadvantaged. The research 
indicates that students who have poor attendance and high failure rates are at greater risk for 
dropping out of high school. This study supports the findings of previous studies that indicate 
students who are economically disadvantaged are at greater risk for becoming high school 
dropouts (Ganeson & Ehrich, 2009; Pinkus, 2008; Suh & Suh, 2007).  Implementing programs 
and practices that focus primarily on supporting and improving the performance of economically 
disadvantaged students should be a top-level priority for schools.   
Research Question 6: What are the differences in indicators between general education and 
special education students in the freshman academy? 
 A one-way ANOVA showed that there was a statistically significant difference between 
general education and special education students for both academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement composite scores.  For both composite scores, general education students scored 
statistically significantly higher than their special education peers.  Results of this study are 
supported by Dorman (2012), which showed similar differences in academic achievement 
between special and general education students and identified a clear need for schools to provide 
additional academic supports to special education students. 
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Of note was that special education students showed a large increase in their behavioral 
engagement score between pre- and post-freshman academy implementation.  With special 
education students attending school more regularly and reducing the number of behavior 
referrals, they have more time to be receiving services and instruction.   
 Special education and general education students showed non-statistically significant 
differences on emotional engagement composite scores, with special education scoring slightly 
lower scores in the 2016 pre-freshman academy administration and slightly higher scores in the 
2019 post-freshman academy administration.  Further investigation, when the 2022 Minnesota 
Student Survey is taken, would prove interesting to determine if this trend continued.   
 Educational engagement scores did not show a statistically significant interaction 
between freshman academy implementation and curricular designation.  Special education 
students showed higher adult and community connectedness than their general education peers.  
Special education students scored statistically significantly higher than general education peers 
on school connectedness post-freshman academy implementation.  These results suggest that 
special education students might have a clearer network of adult supports in the building whom 
they trust and receive various supportive roles from and benefit from the smaller learning 
community. 
 Another positive result of the freshman academy implementation on special education 
students was a significant increase in future outlook scores.  The 2019 survey administration 
showed special education students had a statistically significant higher future outlook score than 
their general education peers.  Similarly, special education students actually showed a gain in 
self-view scores between survey administrations, while general education students showed a 
decrease.   
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Research Question 7: What are the differences in academic achievement and behavioral 
engagement indicators between English language learners (EL) and non-English language 
learners? 
 Only academic and behavioral composite scores were examined for English language 
learner subgroup differences, as the Minnesota Student Survey did not ask students about their 
primary language status.  As students in the state become more ethnically and linguistically 
diverse, the state should modify their student survey to ask about students’ primary language, so 
it can be used to better understand our students’ and their experiences.  English language learners 
in all school years showed lower academic and behavioral engagement scores than their non-
English language learner peers.  Results of this study support findings that transitioning English 
language learners face additional challenges, as documented by research, and thus need targeted 
interventions to assist them through the freshman year (Holcomb-McCoy, 2007).   
English language learners showed statistically significant academic achievement and 
behavioral engagement gains with the implementation of the freshman academy.  This is an 
important finding, as one of the areas that the school wished to focus and improve was the 
graduation rate for English language learners, an area that is also a specific focus and measure of 
the Every Student Succeeds Acts (ESSA).  While further longitudinal study will need to occur to 
observe how freshman year supports the high school graduation rate, the literature shows that a 
successful ninth-grade year leads to successful completion of high school (Ellerbrock & Kiefer, 
2012).  Thus, a freshman academy may be one key intervention that can assist English language 
learners’ graduation rates. 
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Program Evaluation 
 This study utilized Ralph W. Tyler’s objective based evaluation model to examine the 
impact of a freshman academy implementation in one suburban, Minnesotan school.  This model 
has the basic principle which matches the pre-behavioral objectives with the actual outcome 
(Tyler, 1949).  Evaluation is conceptualized in the view of Tyler as a comparison of intended 
outcomes with actual outcomes.  The objective-based approach is especially applicable in 
evaluating focused programs that have clear and supportable objectives.   
 Within the Master Plan, established by the school district during the planning period prior 
to the implementation of the freshman academy, clear objectives were established.  Using these 
objectives, the freshman academy is working well to impact behavioral engagement and 
emotional engagement factors for students.  However, no significant differences were seen for 
students’ academic achievement.  Based on these unattained academic outcomes, there are some 
structural inadequacies that exist and prohibit the academy from working as expected on 
academic achievement outcomes.   
 One such challenge is the relative newness of this model at the school.  The freshman 
academy had existed for two school years at the time of study.  Thus, there may not yet have 
been sufficient time to definitively say much of this freshman academies’ ability to improve 
student academic achievement.  It could be that the freshman academy is still “working out the 
kinks,” especially as a block schedule was implemented during the second year of the freshman 
academy (i.e., the 2019-2020 school year).  Academic achievement for students post-freshman 
academy implementation showed statistically significant improvement between years, which 
supports the notion that more time might be needed to accurately assess this measure.   
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 Another challenge that may be a factor leading to the relatively constant academic 
achievement seen between pre- and post-freshman academy implementation is the many 
organizational challenges that may pull focus from instruction.  An evaluation of Gates Schools 
showed that practical challenges, such as space, staff, students and classes often overwhelmed 
the intention to focus on curriculum and instruction during three years of small learning 
community work (Shear et al., 2008).  Schools new to implementing freshman academy model 
should prioritize dedicated time for teachers to collaboratively improve curriculum and 
instruction, as their day-to-day time may be filled with internal organizational issues and 
logistical pressures.   
Recommendations for Practice 
 The results of this study do not largely support the theory that freshman academies 
increase the academic achievement of students who participate in them, with the exception of 
English language learners, who showed statistically significant gains after the freshman academy 
implementation.  One clear area that was impacted by the implementation of a freshman 
academy was students’ behavioral engagement, which showed large improvements for all 
students.  As schools continue to try to support students in the freshman year transition, school 
interventions should be considered along with common practices for freshman academies.  For 
example, ensuring a dedicated space for a smaller learning community, common planning time 
for freshman teachers, and teaming structures for teachers to support a common, shared group of 
students are hallmarks of freshman academy model and show effectiveness on student outcomes 
(Bernstein et al., 2008; Clark & Hunley, 2007).  Schools should consider not only implementing 
these structures to support freshman students, but also consider interventions to support the 
unique students and challenges of the specific school.  
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Many administrators, teachers, and parents view transition programs as a singular, one-
day tour or orientation.  However, the transition from middle to high school is not a one-time 
event, but rather a process that takes place over an extended period of time (Hertzog & Morgan, 
1999).  Successful transition programs must facilitate caring relationships, create a community of 
support, provide students with academic rigor and skill building, and connect between what 
students are learning in school to post-secondary experiences.  This approach of treating the 
transition year as a process and addressing all dimensions of a students’ experience as they 
transition from middle to high school is a strength of a freshman academy.   
Freshman Academy Implementation.  One of the most important findings from this 
study was the increase in students’ connectedness with adults as an impact of the freshman 
academy implementation.  It is likely that by creating a dedicated wing of the building separate 
from other students, students are able to form a sense of community with peers and teachers and 
also increases communication amongst teachers, counselors, and other support staff.  Those 
implementing a freshman academy should physically organize their space in such a way that 
self-contains these students from older students for the majority of their school day and promotes 
connection and communication.   
As an additional method of supporting students and fostering connection amongst 
students and the school community, school leaders should consider implementing advisories or 
homerooms.  During these advisory or homeroom periods, teachers can lead students in 
discussions of academic and social issues, goal-setting, study skills, and providing student-level 
interventions, such as grade checks or assisting with organizational skills.  This recommendation 
is supported by U.S. Department of Education (2011) findings, in which researchers identified 
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that ninth graders struggled with the development of self-regulation and self-management 
capacities, which contribute to the mentality that everything students do in ninth-grade counts.   
Staff Selection.  Schools should carefully select their freshman academy staff to those 
who are most qualified and most willing to work with students at a challenging point in their 
academic careers.  Those working in the freshman academy should have a shared sense of the 
vision and goals of a learning community, constructed through a continuous conversation of the 
team.  Staff in the freshman academy need to have regularly set-aside times to convene, discuss, 
and learn from each other, as well as discuss students and interventions.   
Teachers who lack experience in classroom management, effective teaching strategies or 
are less effective at building relationships with students should not be placed with students with 
the greatest needs.  Teachers should also ideally choose to teach in the freshman academy, rather 
than be assigned to do so.  Those in the freshman academy should undergo professional 
development and training on effective teaming and student supports to aid adolescent students 
with study and social skills.  Counselors should also offer personalized supports to students at 
greater risk, such as those with free or reduced-price lunch, and English language learners, who 
may be more likely to fall behind in earning credits necessary to graduate.   
Relevant Curriculum.  One crucial finding is the need for schools to rethink traditional 
curriculum and work to implement relevant and real-world learning and experiences for students.  
For years, educators have known that learning by doing rather than be listening or observing is 
most effective.  Authentic learning is learning designed to connect what students are taught in 
school to real-world issues, problems, and applications; learning experiences should mirror the 
complexities and ambiguities of real life. Rote fact memorization is replaced with the creation of 
products that have value or meaning beyond success in school.  Neither our lives nor our jobs are 
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compartmentalized and partitioned into subject silos, and as such, neither should learning.  
Authentic learning experiences generate engagement with students, helping to answer questions 
the common student question of, “when am I ever going to use this?”  Authenticity gives 
relevance to the learning process and encourages engagement and enthusiasm which drive 
meaningful learning.    
This shift to provide relevant and authentic learning experiences, while benefitting all 
students, specifically could benefit male students. Male students showed significantly lower 
educational engagement scores which included questions such as, “I think the things I learn in 
school are useful.”  These experiences not only increase engagement in the school day, but also 
serve to more effectively prepare all students for life post-high school.  
 Supporting Subgroups.  One significant finding was that free or reduced-price lunch 
students performed lower than non-free or reduced lunch students across all indicators.  In order 
to better help these students achieve at the same levels as their peers, schools should consider 
implementing programs or interventions to address their needs and evaluate existing programs to 
maximize their efficacy.  One such intervention could involve students participating in group 
sessions with one of the school’s counselors.  Focused small groups could allow a venue for 
students to voice concerns about issues that contribute to their feelings around school and the 
focus should be on providing a supportive family-like structure.   
 English language learners, while showing growth in behavioral engagement, still show a 
need for academic achievement support.  As EL student demographics increase in districts 
throughout the county, teachers require additional support and training in how to support these 
students in their classrooms.  School administrators should be encouraged to plan professional 
development devoted to principles of English language learning acquisition and strategies for 
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teaching EL learners.  In addition to language support, educational leaders should have open 
dialogues about social justice and equity-focused learning communities as a way to transform 
and address the broader systemic inequities facing EL students.   
Recommendations for Further Research 
 State Trends.  While the freshman academy implemented at the school studied seemed 
to mitigate some of the significant negative trends in scale scores of educational engagement 
measures, as compared to the county and state levels, it leads to a need to investigate further.  It 
should be alarming to educational leaders throughout the state that statistically significant 
decreases were seen in several scale scores, without a clear reason.  Survey results state-wide 
indicate that fewer students feel engaged in school and provides a supportive, caring location for 
learning.  State-level action is needed to investigate these results and should seek to collect the 
voices of students, teachers, mental health providers, parents and community members to support 
the learning and development of students.   
 Continual Improvement Monitoring.  The freshman academy studied had only been 
implemented for two years at the time of study.  Additionally, the school transitioned to a block 
schedule after the first year of the academy implementation.  Academic achievement indicators 
showed statistically significant improvement between the two years of academy implementation, 
and a follow-up study assessing the continual improvement of the model is necessary.  Measures 
of emotional engagement were relatively flat but seemed to avoid some of the major declines 
observed within the county and state.  Upon administration of the 2022 Minnesota Student 
Survey, results should be analyzed in the same manner in order to determine if a similar trend is 
observed. 
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 While the Minnesota Student Survey yields a broad idea of student perspective, focus 
groups and structured interviews should be considered to give voice to students and delve more 
into the needs of the disengaged population of students.  Similarly, teacher interviews could be 
utilized to see if they report levels of engagement similar to students, as well as shedding light on 
what instructional and engagement practices are working best in their classrooms for freshman 
students.   
 Lastly, a longitudinal study following students who experienced the freshman academy to 
see the long-term effects the program would be beneficial.  Longitudinal data on the freshman 
academy effect on  students’ academic achievement, behavioral engagement and graduation rates 
would be incredibly enlightening and of interest to district leaders, the community, and the 
growing body of literature surrounding freshman academies.    
Conclusion 
Though many factors are involved in the middle to high-school transition, a freshman 
academy implemented in one suburban, Minnesota high school showed positive impact on 
students’ behavioral engagement and emotional engagement and suggested a positive trend in 
academic achievement.  Other high schools will find generalization unlikely but educational 
leaders seeking ways to improve high school transitions and student outcomes can consider using 
the results of this study to weigh the potential benefit of a freshman academy.   
Transforming education is an enormous undertaking but it is our responsibility as 
educators and educational leaders to ensure that all students experience school success.  This will 
only be accomplished through collaborative work with students, families, educators and staff and 
the broader stakeholders in the community.  The best learning environment for students are those 
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that are caring, supporting, and rigorous.  Students are most likely to be engaged where they feel 
comfortable and accepted, which a freshman academy can help to support.  
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APPENDIX ONE 
SELECTED ELEMENTS OF THE ACADEMIES OF SHAKOPEE MASTER PLAN 
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annual retreat to: 






• review pathway 
programming  
 
• Master plan 
retreat held 
annually 














Ongoing Summer 2016 











• Internal data 
retreat 
• Data retreat held 
• Building goals 
defined 









• Each building uses 
data to create 
building and 
academy goals 
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Ongoing Fall 2017 
• Quarterly meetings 
for review in place 





• Determine the 
data that will be 
meaningful for 
HS and academy 
development 






• Data needs 
established 
• Set up process 











• Teams established, 
data needs 
established, and data 
collected 
 



























• Lead academy 
teams in the use of 
• Agendas and 




• Teams develop 
goals and processes 












• Lead teams by 
developing agendas for 
weekly meetings that 
support student 
achievement, parental 
involvement, and shared 
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• Hire and support 
high quality staff 
that ensures 
success of the 
academy model 




staffing for the 
small learning 
community model 

















•Each job specific 













voice and choice 
will determine the 
individualized plan 












Spring 2017  
•Tentative teacher 
placement by academy 
•Academy leadership 




• Any additional staff 
are hired 
• Confirm teacher 
tentative placement in 
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APPENDIX TWO 
MODIFIED MINNESOTA STUDENT SURVEY 
 
How often do you care about doing well in school? 
• None of the time 
• Some of the time 
• Most of the time 
• All of the time 
 
 
I think things I learn in school are useful. 
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
 
 
How often do you pay attention in class? 
• None of the time 
• Some of the time 
• Most of the time 
• All of the time 
 
 
If something interests me, I try to learn more about it.  
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
 
 
Overall, adults at my school treat students fairly. 
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
 
 
Adults at my school listen to the students.  
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
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How much do you feel adults in your community care about you? 
• Not at all  
• A little 
• Some 
• Quite a bit 
• Very much 
 
 
Most teachers at my school are interested in me as a person.  
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
 
 
How much do you feel teachers/other adults at school care about you? 
• Not at all 
• A little 
• Some 
• Quite a bit 
• Very much 
At my school, teachers care about students.  
• Strongly disagree 
• Disagree 
• Agree 
• Strongly agree 
 
 
I feel in control of my life and future.  
• Not at all or rarely 
• Somewhat or sometimes 
• Very or often 
• Extremely or almost always 
 
 
I feel good about my future.  
• Not at all or rarely 
• Somewhat or sometimes 
• Very or often 
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I am thinking about what my purpose is in life.  
• Not at all or rarely 
• Somewhat or sometimes 
• Very or often 
• Extremely or almost always 
 
I feel good about myself. 
• Not at all or rarely 
• Somewhat or sometimes 
• Very or often 
• Extremely or almost always 
 
 
I feel valued and appreciated by others. 
• Not at all or rarely 
• Somewhat or sometimes 
• Very or often 
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APPENDIX THREE 
IRB APPROVAL  
Date: 8/14/19 
Principal Investigator: Ximena	Suarez-Sousa 
Co-Investigator(s): Victoria	Honetschlager 




Thank you for clarifying the use of existing data in this study. Your proposal has been reviewed 
and approved Exempt research under 45 CFR 46.104.  You may proceed with your study after 
August 14, 2019. 
  
The IRB will not conduct subsequent reviews of this protocol unless changes to the protocol 
occur.  Any changes to the protocol will require a formal application to, and approval of, the IRB 
prior to implementation of the change.  IRB applications are available on the Minnesota State 
University Moorhead IRB webpage: https://www.mnstate.edu/irb/ 
  









THE IMPACT OF A FRESHMAN ACADEMY 169 
APPENDIX FOUR 
SITE LEVEL APPROVAL 
 
